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Tears All Over Town 
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Right, this is gonna be a weird, long one, so you're gonna have to stick with me on it. 


| had a bizarre dream a while back in which | evidently decided it would be an awesome idea to write a GNR vs 
zombies fic. It started out as a joke and it's somehow mutated into an actual story. I'm posting each chapter 


as | write it, so if | hit a busy week, you may have to bear with me on the lack of updates. 


Anyway, this story is dedicated to Charles because he fully and gleefully indulges my zombie apocalypse 
obsession. Special thanks go to llaras, my brand new and quite lovely beta, and David, who named the story for 


me. 
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A steady pounding woke Slash from a sound sleep, knifing through his dreams with the dull insistence of a 
headache. At first, he thought that's what it was; he'd had a hell of a lot to drink last night, and it wouldn't be 
the first time he'd woken up to the pounding of his own head. He stirred slightly, lifting his head and wincing at 
the crusty feeling there at the corner of his mouth. A quick check to make sure it wasn't vomit, and then he 
rolled over, looking to see who he'd fallen in bed with the night before. 


Duff's angelic face met his eyes, and he sighed softly. Of all the people he knew, and would ever know, Duff 
was the one he most liked to wake up to in the morning. He didn't pretend it was for any sentimental reason, 
although he did love Duff just a bit more than he should have. Rather, Duff demanded so little and gave so 


much that it was a relief to roll over and see him, particularly on a hangover morning. 


The moment of near domestic bliss lasted only a second. The pounding at the door had neither picked up pace 
nor abated any, and it was beginning to annoy Slash. What kind of person had that sort of single-mindedness at 
- he checked the clock - one in the afternoon? Grumbling, he nudged Duff awake. 


"Go answer the door, man," he ordered, slithering back under the sheets. There was a baffled silence from the 


other side of the bed, then Duff's sleep-fogged brown eyes were blinking owlishly at him. 


"Wha? Who is it?" Duff mumbled. His long limbs stretched out, nudging against Slash, warm with sleep. Slash 
almost felt bad about ordering him out of bed. "Make ‘em go away... 


"| don't know who it is," Slash answered, vaguely irritated. "Go answer anyway, so they'll quit knocking." Duff 
was quiet for a moment, puzzling this out. He wasn't very quick on the uptake in the morning, and particularly 


not the morning after a night in which he'd killed a fifth and a half of vodka, among other things. 
"You heard it first,” he said finally, an air of finality about his voice. Slash scowled. 


"Rock Paper Scissors." Duff mulled the offer over, then nodded. "Count of three." Both men held their hands 


out, balled into fists, and pounded them against the air as Slash counted. "One, two, three!" 


Duff looked despairingly at his flat hand while Slash made scissoring motions with two callused fingers. “Best 
two out of three?" he asked hopefully, but Slash shook his head and burrowed into a little ball. Groaning, Duff 
heaved himself out of bed and grabbed a pair of jeans slung over the back of a chair. He held them up a 
moment, then tugged them on. They were his, or near enough. With a petulant scowl on his face, he crossed 


the floor. 


Slash heard the door swing open, heard Duff mumbling something, and then all hell broke loose. There was a 
shriek of surprise from Duff, though surprise quickly gave way to fear. Slash sat bolt upright in bed, but his 
view was blocked; Duff had thoughtfully shut the door to the bedroom before going to answer the pounding. 
All he heard as he crossed the room, stark naked and scared out of his mind, was a brief scuffle, another cry 


from Duff, and then a soft whistling noise. 


He opened the bedroom door just as the body of his favorite guitar crashed into the head of one of the 
hotel's bellhops, sending the man sprawling. "Duff" he yelped, darting out of the room, arms outstretched. 
"Dude, what the fuck are you-" 


He was too late again. Duff reared back and slammed the guitar into the man's skull two more times as his 
body twitched spasmodically on the floor. The third time, there was a dull, wet crack and brains splattered the 
wall. Slash could only stare, open-mouthed and helpless, as Duff fell back sobbing, the guitar falling from now 
slack fingers. 


"Michael," he breathed. His eyes didn't leave the body, couldnt leave the body. He'd never actually seen a dead 
guy before, never imagined that human brains looked quite like.. that. And his guitar! God, his favorite fucking 
guitar had gore all over it. "What the fuck did you just do?" 


"Shut the door!" Duff ordered, gesturing. Slash tore his gaze away from the corpse and focused on Duff. He 
was shaking, staring at the dead man with a glazed look in his eyes. For a moment, without knowing why, Slash 
was disturbed by the expression on Duff's face. As he moved to shut the door, the reason occurred to him. 


There was no remorse there. 


Slowly, he turned back to Duff and leaned heavily against the door. The smell of blood was heavy in the room, 
sharp and pungent and nearly enough to turn Slash's stomach. He wished he could run screaming. In fact, he 
wasn't sure why he hadn't done it already. 


"Michael," he murmured. The sound of his name seemed to snap Duff out of whatever little fugue state he'd 
entered, and he looked up. "You just killed a guy." It wasn't what he'd intended to say, just the first thing that 
came out of his mouth. Duff looked at him dully for a moment then shrugged. 


‘Guess | did," he answered. There was a long pause while Duff's mouth worked helplessly, searching for words. 
Slash was, for once, patient. "l. think he might have been crazy.." Slash waited for more and, when none came, 
he slowly crossed the room to sit next to Duff. The bloody carpet squelched under his bare feet and he 
choked back bile. 


"Why do you say that, babe?" he asked, voice pitched low and soothing. Beside him, Duff trembled, a fine 


shaking that had seized every muscle. Slowly, Slash draped an arm across his shoulders. "What happened?" 


"|. | opened the door," Duff said. There was a glazed blankness to his face that Slash recognized as shock. 
Maybe he'd been wrong about Duff not feeling remorse. Hell, of course he'd been wrong! Duff caught flies and 
set them loose outside. No way would he kill a person in cold blood and not feel anything. "| asked him what he 


wanted and he... he kinda moaned." 


"He moaned," Slash stated flatly, glancing at the dead bellhop. Duff made a soft, confused little mewling noise 
and shook his head. 


"Not like you're thinking," he protested. His eyes flickered across the corpse and he shuddered, pressing tight 
against Slash's compact body. "Not like a sexy moan. More like... | don't know. It was the most awful thing I've 
ever heard in my life." Slash was tempted to make a joke about Steven and singing in the shower, but the look 


on Duff's face forbade frivolous topics. "And then.. he tried to bite me... 


"He wha" Slash glared at the corpse and resisted the urge to poke it with his toe. In his hungover, poorly 
rested, and unnerved state, he almost thought that death was an appropriate punishment for attempted biting. 


Duff nodded and turned, finally, to look at Slash. The utter pathetic confusion in his friend's eyes broke Slash's 
heart, and he pulled Duff close, pressing the bassist's head down to rest against his shoulder. Duff accepted 
the comfort with a soft, ragged sob. "B-bit me," he stuttered, fingers curling into claws against Slash's chest. 
"Tried to, anyway. He.. opened his mouth and made that horrible noise and." 


Slash frowned. This was all starting to sound disturbingly familiar, but he couldn't quite put his finger on why. 
For some reason, he recalled a female reporter's voice reading about a recent outbreak of a particularly 
virulent flu, but that had nothing to do with the dead man on his floor. The flu didn't make people go around 
trying to bite chunks out of rock stars. Bite chunks..? 


"Saul, can we go find the guys? l'm.. worried about them." Duff whispered, another little shiver wracking his 
body. Slash knew full well what Duff wanted. Somehow, in the midst of all the contract signing and record 
making and touring, Izzy had been appointed The Rational One. They'd all come to the conclusion independently of 
each other, and Izzy shouldered the responsibility with his usual sly silence. 


That was what Duff was after. He didn't want to make sure the guys were okay, or to get them to help him 
cover up the murder. He wanted to sit down and spill his guts to Izzy and draw comfort from Izzy's deadpan 


handling of the situation. Slash didn't blame him one bit. 


"Yeah, man. Yeah, we'll go.." Slash rose unsteadily, offering Duff a faint, unconvincing smile. "We'll just... lock the 
door. Lemme.." Fingers flexing, he padded back into the bedroom and yanked on a pair of jeans and an old, soft 

t-shirt. Duff was waiting patiently in the living room, eyes fixed on some distant point. His legs trembled a little 
and Slash slipped an arm around his waist, guiding him carefully around the carnage. "C'mon, babe, don't look at 


the floor. They're only two doors down, you can make it" 


The hallway was quiet, almost eerily so, and Slash was again struck by the nagging feeling that he knew what 
was going on. This all seemed so fucking familiar, but not in a déjà vu sense. It was more that he had seen this 


before, somewhere, without being involved in it. 


Duff clung tight to his shoulders, whimpering with each step. It seemed like every movement caused the tall 
bassist pain, like he was a dog limping along on a broken leg. Ordinarily, Slash would have allowed Duff a slow 
pace. It was second nature to coddle Duff, but something about the atmosphere of the hallway made him want 
to hurry. It was as though something heavy hung in the air, a kind of tense emotional humidity. 


Two doors down they stopped, and Slash raised his hand to rap on the door. Duff flinched a little at the loud 


noise and it was only with great effort that Slash kept himself from doing the same. The knock seemed to echo 
in the still air, reverberating down the hallways and alerting.. something. Slash knew, deep in the pit of his 
stomach, that there was something out there, and his entire body throbbed with barely repressed panic. 


There was no answer from Izzy's room and Slash knocked again, louder this time. Duff gave a dry, coughing 
sob and pressed closer against him, seeking reassurance. Slash felt like the mouse who knows that the snake is 
near but has no place to run, and his hands trembled. From inside the room, there was a soft rustle and then 


a brief, loud scraping noise. Thank god. 


The door handle rattled and the door swung open, slow and cautious. Had something happened to Izzy as well? 
God, he hoped not. If Izzy wasn't all right, then nothing was all right. Slash stepped through the door cautiously, 
then leaped back with a howl, crashing into Duff's chest. Duff's arms snapped around his shoulders, pulling him 
close and yanking him backwards, obviously afraid for his safety. 


As well he should be. Slash stared in shock at the door, heart pounding in his ears as Izzy's dark head peered 
slowly around the edge of the frame. "You almost hit me with a fucking baseball bat!" Slash hissed. Normally 
he would have ranted and raved, but something about the situation demanded more caution than that. Behind 
him, Duff gave a puzzled little mewl. 


"Jesus, you guys are all right," Izzy breathed, motioning them forward. “Quick, get in here!" The look on his 
face galvanized the dormant terror in Slash, and he shot forward like a rocket, breaking Duff's grip easily. Duff 
stumbled forward with a little cry and flung himself in the room as well, glancing back over his shoulder with 


wild eyes. 


Slash wasn't sure what he'd expected to see in Izzy's room. Another body, perhaps, or evidence of a colossal 
joke. He certainly hadn't expected the bizarre scene that he encountered as he turned to speak to Izzy. Axl, 
who'd been hiding behind the door, slammed it shut and locked it with fumbling fingers as Izzy planted his 
shoulder against the room's huge king-sized bed and heaved it against the door. Duff, looking as dazed as Slash 
felt, joined him in the center of the room to watch with baffled amazement as Izzy and Axl darted around, 


piling furniture on top of the bed, seemingly to brace the door shut. 


"l2?" There was a moment of silence as Izzy and Axl lifted a chair onto the bed, then they both turned to face 
Slash and Duff. Izzy looked the same as always, thoughtful and poorly rested, though the dark circles under his 
eyes seemed more pronounced than usual. Axl, on the other hand, had abandoned his usual cocky swagger and 


was hovering at Izzy's shoulder, vivid green eyes round as half dollars. 


| was worried about you two," Izzy murmured, padding across the room. He still clutched the bat in one long 
hand, and a little chill ran down Slash's spine. Things were way more serious than he'd anticipated. "When you 
didn't show up immediately, | thought." Izzy shrugged and settled cross-legged on the floor in front of the 


television. It was the only thing in the room that wasn't shoved against the door in some form or fashion. 


"We just woke up about half an hour ago," Slash explained, slowly sinking to the floor. Duff, in contrast, dropped 


like a ton of bricks, lanky limbs spreading out in a little puddle of bassist. "Someone was knocking on our door 


and-" 


"You answered it, didn't you?" Axl said. Slash grimaced and nodded. Maybe Axl's swagger was gone, but he was 


still an accusatory little prick It was comforting to know that some things never changed. 


"| did," Duff whispered. Axl's expression softened instantly. No one could be mad at Duff, no matter what he 
did. "He kept pounding and pounding so | went and opened the door and.. and he tried to bite me." 


"Did he?" Izzy demanded sharply, and Axl immediately shifted to crouch behind Izzy, almost as though seeking 
shelter. Duff, puzzled and hurt, shook his head. 


"No. l." A little sob stuck in his throat and Slash wrapped an arm around his friend's shoulders, pulling him 


close. 


"He beat the guy's skull in with my guitar," he finished for Duff, unable to keep a touch of bitterness out of 
his voice. That guitar was completely fucked now. Why couldn't Duff have grabbed a lamp or something? "Iz, 
what the fuck is going on here?" 


Izzy stared at him for a moment, eyes narrowed as though trying to discern whether or not he was joking. 
Evidently satisfied that Slash was utterly clueless, he gestured towards the television The sound was turned 
almost all the way down but the pictures were chilling enough. The very serious news anchor, the frozen 
scenes of horrific violence flashing behind him, the crawl along the bottom of the screen that warned people 


to stay indoors. 


"Holy shit," Slash breathed, leaning forward. Duff turned his face away as a particularly brutal picture flashed 


across the screen. "Is there some kind of riot going on?" 


"You could call it that," Axl drawled, stretching out his skinny legs and fixing his eyes on the television screen. 
"This morning they were talking about a really contagious strain of the flu. Now.." He shrugged, falling silent 
and gesturing to the television It took Slash a moment to process the latest picture, then he recoiled in 


revulsion. 


"Oh my fucking god! Is that dude eating that woman?" Beside him, Duff made a gagging noise and looked away 
again, lanky body trembling. "What the fuck is going on herel?" 


"No one knows,” Izzy answered, rubbing the back of his neck pensively. "They're not actually speculating, just 

reporting the latest news and telling people to stay inside and barricade their doors." There was a short pause, 
during which Izzy and Axl exchanged a meaningful look. "Axl got here around nine this morning, when they first 
started talking about the flu. We were gonna wake you guys up and blow town, but the phone lines are cut, and 


we couldn't leave the room cause of the..." 


He trailed off, but the unsaid word hung in the air. They all stared at each other, grave and frightened, each 


knowing what the others were thinking and each unwilling to give voice to the fear that sat like a lead weight 


between them. Slash knew now what the familiar dread had been all about. Hadn't he seen a thousand movies 


exactly like this? But that was stupid! Shit like this didn't really happen. Did it? 


"Where's Steven?" Duff whispered, and Izzy shook his head slowly. Another thrill of terror shot through Slash 


and he leaned forward. 


"Why are you shaking your head?" he demanded, eyes flashing. "Where the fuck is Steven Duff's hands closed 
around his upper arms and he automatically struggled against them. The fear of what lurked outside Izzy's 


room melted away, consumed fully by the frantic need to find Steven 


"We don't know," Izzy explained, holding up a hand to stop Axl from speaking. The singer shut his mouth sulkily 
and scowled at Slash. Clearly, he and Izzy had already had this fight and he had lost. "Axl says he went out last 
night with some broad, and since he's not in his room we have to assume he's still out with her. Hopefully, 


they're both safe-" 


"Hopefully?" Slash snarled. Duff had to yank him back down to keep him from lunging at Izzy. "You stupid son 
of a bitch, why aren't you out looking for him!? He's your fucking friend" Izzy's expression hardened, but he 
didn't budge an inch. 


Its not going to do Steven any fucking good if | go out there and get killed,” he answered. There was a flat, 
no-nonsense note in his voice that set Slash's teeth on edge. He wanted to rip Izzy to shreds for being so 
fucking logical in the face of everything. "What exactly are you proposing here, Slash? Are we supposed to 
grab bats and guitars and traipse across the city hunting for Steven? Because it's a pretty big fucking city 
and god only knows where he is. However, he knows exactly where we are. If Steven is still alive." and Slash 


flinched visibly at that statement, "he'll come find us. So we stay put for now." 


"If he's not here in a week, we're going to look for him," Slash countered immediately. He couldn't argue with 
the logic of Izzy's statement, but the very idea of sitting safe in a hotel room while one of his best friends 
was out in the city dealing with.. whatever the fuck was out there.. It made his stomach churn so violently 
that he thought he was going to throw up. 


Izzy eyed him for a moment, dark eyes cold and dispassionate, then nodded curtly. "Make it a week and a half 
and you've got a deal" Slash thrust out his hand immediately and the two of them shook. It was a better deal 
than he'd expected to get and, judging by Axl's expression, better than he'd hoped for as well 


"Are we gonna live in here for that whole time?" Duff asked. His voice was soft and non-confrontational, and 
Slash was almost sorry he'd snarled at Izzy in the first place. Duff wasn't psychologically equipped for shit like 
this; he was a hell of a bass player and more intelligent than people gave him credit for, but he was a nester. 
All of this conflict was destroying his safe little world, and Slash could hear him slipping back into a state of 
deep shock. 


"Yeah," Izzy answered grimly, glancing over his shoulder at Axl. They'd clearly already discussed that as well, 
which triggered a totally unreasonable surge of annoyance in Slash. To repress the scowl, he hugged Duff close 


and smoothed his hair. "So we're gonna have to go down to the kitchens and bring food up." 


Axl, clearly annoyed at being left out of the conversation, interrupted. "Canned food and water mostly," he said, 
leaning forward and plucking at the carpet. Izzy fell silent and fixed his eyes on Axl, so Slash shrugged and 
followed suit. "Maybe a hotplate, just in case we need it" His eyes darted to Izzy, and Slash hid a smile. He 
wasn't surprised that even Axl seemed to be deferring to Izzy. For all of Axl's posturing, he was just as glad 


as the rest of them to let lzzy take control. 


"Dried shit, too," Izzy added quietly. "Oatmeal and crackers. Maybe some bread. Salt." They all waited, staring at 
him expectantly. There was a brief flash of surprise on his face, then he shook himself and continued. "We'll 
have to plan it pretty carefully, and at least one person will have to stay up here to let us all back in" Slash, 
Duff, and Axl exchanged uneasy glances. 


"When are we going to do that?" Duff asked softly. His long fingers twisted in his lap and Slash resisted the 
urge to reach over and squeeze his hands. Izzy shot Duff a sympathetic look. 


"Right now." 
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Author's Notes: 
Oooh, chapter two! These are the first actual action scenes I've ever attempted, so go easy on me. They'll get 


better as the fic progresses. 


Thanks again to llaras! 


žk% 


Slash shivered as the door clicked shut behind him, eyes automatically turning to the peephole. He couldn't see 
Duff in there, but he knew the bassist was watching them. He would wait until the last possible second to push 
the bed back against the door, partly to keep an eye on his friends and partly because he hadn't liked being 
left behind. Izzy insisted, though, that someone stay in the room, and Duff was the logical choice. He was still 


shaken from his first encounter and it would have been far too risky to take him along. 


That didn't make Slash feel any better about it. It wasn't that he didn't trust Izzy and Axl, because he did. 
Okay, maybe not Axl so much, but he knew he was safe with Izzy. Slash was good at pretending he was a 
fearless badass, whereas Izzy actually was one. At least, Slash liked to think so. It made things a lot less 


nerve-wracking. 


"Ready?" Izzy mouthed. He'd warned them that they shouldn't talk while outside the room. They didn't really 
understand the capabilities of the creatures they might be facing, and it was best to assume that they were 
superior to humans in all respects. Overestimating was considerably more intelligent, in this case, than 


underestimating. 


Axl nodded firmly and, after one last glance back at the door, Slash followed suit. His fingers tightened around 
the handle of the hammer he'd found and he sighed. It seemed like a pitiful defense against whatever lay in 
wait out there, but it was all they had. Axl wasn't much better off; he'd had to knock off a leg from one of 


the tables in the room. It was slightly heavier than the hammer, but wouldn't last nearly as long. 


Izzy shot them both a look that could have meant anything. Slash decided that it was intended to encourage 
and, with a deep breath, he followed Izzy down the hall. They all stepped as quietly as they could, footsteps 
muffled somewhat by the plush carpeting. It didn't seem like nearly enough and Slash winced at every little 


creak. 


It seemed to take an age to reach the staircase. Every step promised sudden death, Slash was positive he 
wouldn't make it back in one piece. He was positive that none of them would, and that Duff would just sit up in 


that room all alone, huddled in the center of the floor, staring at the door and waiting for them to come back 
like an abandoned puppy. It was easily the most hideously depressing thought he'd ever had and, in the midst of 
trying to push it away, he didn't see the hand shoot out from around the corner until it was Too late. 


Impossibly strong fingers gripped his ankle and he couldn't hold back a howl of surprise. Axl leapt back like a 
scalded cat, and Slash just barely caught sight of Izzy raising his baseball bat before his foot was yanked out 
from under him. He hid the ground hard, all the air rushing out of his lungs, and immediately lashed out with 
his free foot. It connected with what felt like a shoulder, but the grip on his ankle didn't lessen a bit. 


Growling, Slash struggled into a sitting position and looked straight down into the face of death. It was easy to 
see now why Duff had done what he'd done. The thing clinging to Slash's foot, obviously once a successful 
businessman, was still perfectly intact save the bloody bite mark on his shoulder. Somehow, Slash had expected 
the creatures to look more.. well, monstrous. He'd needed them to look more monstrous, all rotting flesh and 


melting eyes and festering sores. He could cope with all the horror movie clichés just fine. 


This, though... this was way beyond his capabilities. This was a man gone hideously feral, reduced to the most 
primitive of urges. Slash could see it in his horrible, dead eyes, an insatiable hunger that would never be 
satisfied. He could only stare at the creature as it dragged itself closer, could only shudder in revulsion and 


terror as its lips curled back and a low, mindless moan issued from its dead throat. 


It seemed like he spent an hour staring into the creature's cold eyes, watching his death come closer and 
closer. In reality, it was only a few seconds before Axl and Izzy were able to recover themselves enough to 
help. Izzy landed the first blow, a sickening crack right between the creature's shoulder blades. It shuddered 
and wheezed a little but kept coming, not even flinching at the crippling blow. 


"The head!" Slash yelped, casting around for his hammer. He'd dropped it when the creature felled him and, in 
his panic, couldn't seem to find it again. "Hit it in the fucking head!" 


"Quit yelling!" Izzy howled, rearing back to deliver another strike. Axl beat him to it. 


There was a dull thud as Axl's club crashed into the monster's skull and rebounded. Slash heard him swear, 
and then he swung again, flinging all the weight of his skinny little body behind the blow. This time, there was a 
wet cracking noise and congealing blood bubbled up out of the creature's scalp. Slash turned to the side and 
retched, so when the killing strike fell he was mercifully spared the sight of brains and bone fragments 
splattering across the hall. 


Izzy dropped to his knees immediately, prying the creature's dead fingers off of Slash's ankle and dragging him 
back to his feet. "C'mon," he whispered, dark eyes darting up and down the halls. "They'll have heard us. We 
gotta hurry now" He hauled Slash down the corridor, abandoning stealth for speed. Axl stayed rooted to the 


spot, eyes fixed on the gore coating his makeshift club, color rising in his cheeks. “Billy! Come on!" 


"My hammer," Slash protested, tugging against Izzy's firm grip. He felt weird, dizzy and slightly disoriented. 
That was pretty normal, though, after almost being killed by a crazed.. thing. Slash still wasn't sure what to 


call them. They were monsters, sure as shit. Horror movies had nothing on these things. 


Axl stooped and grabbed Slash's hammer from where it'd fallen, then scurried to rejoin them. There was a 
disturbing brightness in his eyes, and a completely uncalled for spring in his step. "I just killed that guy," he 
declared, voice a mixture of awed and delighted. "| fucking crushed his skull, Iz, did you see that shit?" 


"Don't feel bad about it," Izzy said automatically, and both Slash and Axl shot him perplexed looks. "They're not 


actually human anymore." 


"| don't feel bad." Axl sounded a little exasperated, and Slash resisted the urge to shrink away from him. It was 
a little bit disturbing how easily he'd taken to destroying his fellow human beings. He supposed that Axl had a 
lot of rage to work out. Crazy little motherfucker. "I fucking saved the poodle's life, and you think | feel bad?" 


Izzy shot Axl an annoyed look and rounded a corner without checking. The creatures weren't close enough to 
snatch them up this time, but there was no avoiding them. The moaning started as soon as the lead creature 
caught sight of Izzy. The other two joined in immediately, and all three began to shamble down the hall, teeth 


bared in a horrible rictus. 


Axl was on them before Slash even had time to blink, swinging his gory club and catching the first ghoul 
across the face. The thing's head snapped to the side then lolled against its shoulder, neck clearly broken With 
a little whoop, Axl leapt up and brought the club down again, cracking the thing's skull and bringing it down like 
a sack of rocks. 


His luck ran out after that blow; one of the other monsters reached out with hideous, grasping fingers and 
snatched Axl by the hair, yanking his head back. A gibbering moan escaped its mouth as it leaned forward, jaw 
dropping in preparation for the bite. A wash of adrenaline seized Slash, and he darted into the fray before he 
realized what he was doing. It was better this way; thinking ruined everything, made him frightened and 
hesitant. This must be the way Axl felt, fast and powerful and ready to take on the entire fucking world. The 
clawed end of his hammer punctured the creature's temple on the first swing, and a flood of power coursed 


through him. 


Axl fell, still tangled in the creature's death grip, and Slash turned his attention to the third monster. Izzy had 
it backed up against the wall and was swinging like he was trying to hit a homerun. He finally scored a good, 
solid hit and the creature's head split like an overripe cantaloupe. The queasiness returned as he watched Izzy 
slump, panting, over his baseball bat, and he choked back the rise of bile in his throat. 


There was a muffled curse from the floor, and Slash glanced down unsteadily. Axl was still on his back, a 
furious expression on his pale face. "Fucking... can't get..." He noticed Slash looking and gestured imperiously. 


"Come fucking help me, asshole! | can't get my hair free!" 


Slash crouched and stared helplessly at the mess in Axl's hair. Somehow, while trying to free himself, he'd 
managed to tangle the dead man's fingers so tightly that strands of his hair were actually slicing into the 
bloodless flesh. Slash gagged and looked away, turning helplessly to Izzy. He looked as baffled and disgusted as 


Slash felt, and Axl's breathing quickened as he stared up at them. 


"What? What is it? Am | bleeding?" His hands flew to his hair and he twisted, working himself into a panic. "Get 
it out! Fucking get it off of me!" 


"Shh!" Izzy dropped to his knees and shoved Axl's hands away. "Slash, do you have a knife?" Axl gave a terrified 
little squeak, which prompted a smile from Slash. He wished he did have a knife on him; itd be so worth it to 


see Axl cringe and whine. 


"Wait," he muttered, turning back. Yeah, there it was, just where he remembered. "Hang on. Keep Firecrotch 
calm, I'll be right back" Before Izzy could protest, he took off down the hall as fast as he could without making 
too much noise. Whatever creatures were lurking around had probably already heard the short battle, but he 
wasn't in the mood to tempt fate. He skidded to a halt in front of one of the rooms and, after a quick check 
down the hall, knelt and began rifling around. "Fuckin' a" Beaming, Slash stood and jogged back down the hall to 
present Izzy with a steak knife. 


"Room service tray," he explained, grinning and winking. Izzy laughed softly and took the knife, then bent back 


over Axl. 


"What're you doing, Iz?" Axl demanded nervously, trying to twitch away. He didn't get very far; on one side 
were the corpses and on the other, Izzy with a steak knife. The look of baffled horror on Axl's face secretly 


delighted Slash. It was always a source of amusement for him to see Axl brought low. 


"Be quiet," Izzy ordered again, nose wrinkling as he poked around in Axl's hair. "I'm cutting the fingers out of 


your hair, so you have to hold really still" There was a moment of silence, then Axl let out a long, low moan. 


Slash crouched beside Axl's head to watch the operation, marveling at how careful Izzy was with the knife. If it 
had been him, he would have just lopped off the hunk of hair right next to Axl's scalp and had done with it. 
Izzy took his time though, trimming and cutting carefully until Axl was able to sit up. Gasping softly, he 
reached back and pressed a hand to the back of his head, eyes turning to the hand that'd grasped him. There 
were still quite a few shining strands wrapped around the dead fingers, but Izzy had done a good job. 


"Thanks, man," he murmured, standing unsteadily and retrieving his club. Izzy nodded shortly and tucked the 
steak knife carefully through his belt. "That was seriously fucked up. I'll have to tie my hair up next time or 
something.’ There was a silence, and Slash shot a look at Izzy, sure he knew what was coming next. 

"No, you'll just have to cut it," Izzy answered steadily, picking his way around the corpses and starting down 
the hall again. "We all will" Axl and Slash watched Izzy's retreating back for several beats, then took off after 
him simultaneously, whispered protests vying for dominance. 


‘lm not fucking cutting my hair!" 


"It was a one time thing, man!" 


"You want me to look like a goddamn yuppie banker!?" 
"It took me ten fucking years to get it looking like this!" 
"| can just wear a fucking hat or something!" 


"What's Duff gonna hold on to if | cut it all off?" That shut Axl up, and both he and Izzy angled glares at Slash. 
Slash just flashed them a shit-eating grin and shrugged. It wasn't like they didn't know. Hell, pretty much 


everyone knew that he and Duff were fucking on a semi regular basis. 


"You're a sick fuck," Axl declared. "I can't believe you guys are such perverts. That's.. that's like incest, dude! 
That's like if me and Izzy fucked! Ugh!" Izzy's shoulders flinched forward a little and Slash raised an eyebrow. 


interesting. 
"We're here," he said, cutting off any further tirades. Axl fell silent and turned to Izzy, cocking his head. 
"Where?" 


"The stairs," Izzy answered, a touch of asperity in his voice. He looked more troubled than he had been a few 
minutes ago. Slash wasn't sure if it was because of Axl's comment or if it was because of the promise of 


more shambling corpses below. Possibly it was both. 


"Oh. | knew that." Axl reached around Izzy and shoved the door open, peering into the stairwell. "I don't see any 


zombies..." 


"Don't say that!" Slash protested, face screwing up. "They aren't.. you know. Don't fucking call them that" The 
word triggered a gut-churning flood of fear and carried with it some pretty heavy implications. If the 
creatures wandering through the hall were zombies, then that meant they were beyond fucked. It didn't even 
bear thinking about. 


"Fine," Axl said, rolling his eyes and stepping into the stairwell. Izzy and Slash followed close behind, weapons at 
the ready. "I'l call them the respirationally challenged if it makes you feel better, you big pussy." 


"That's not even a word," Slash grumbled. He felt like a five year old, but that didn't bother him enough that 
he actually shut the hell up. "You just fucking made that up, idiot" Axl shrugged and started down, boot heels 
ringing on the metal steps. Izzy started to say something, probably about the noise, then shook his head and 
followed with a sigh. Slash brought up the rear, wishing that they'd left Axl in the room instead of Duff. Duff 


never would have called him a pussy... 


Duff might not have made it past that batch of creatures, though. He'd been reacting out of sheer terror the 
first time, and terror could make a person do some pretty amazing things. Slash wondered if Duff was capable 
of striking one down again He couldn't imagine Duff crushing another skull even if his life depended on it. Hell, a 


picture of a cow would put him off hamburgers for a week, cause every time he looked at the meat all he 
saw were big, sad eyes. The rest of them, particularly Axl, seemed able to divorce themselves from the fact 
that the shambling mockeries of life had once been actual human beings. Slash harbored severe doubts that 


Duff could do the same. 


These musings carried him all the way down to the ground floor of the hotel. Whatever else the creatures 
were capable of, opening doors and climbing stairs didn't seem to be among their repertoire. That suited Slash 
just fine. He wasn't keen on killing anything else today, though he had the sinking feeling that he wouldn't be so 


lucky. His suspicions were confirmed when Izzy peered through a little window set in the door and whistled low. 


Axl shoved Izzy aside and looked out, then groaned low in his throat. "Oh man. Oh fuck. We are so screwed.” 
Slash moved to peer over Axl's shoulder and stifled a groan of his own. Screwed didn't even begin to cover it. 
The lobby was absolutely crawling with undead, all in various states of ruin, and all shuffling around aimlessly, 
as though unsure of what to do. Slash shook his head sharply at the thought. They weren't unsure of 
anything. They were simply mindless killing machines without prey. That pointless meandering would end the 


second someone stepped into their midst. 


"What do we do now?" he whispered, eyes flickering to Izzy's face. Axl did the same, and Izzy recoiled a little 
from the expectant gazes. It was pretty obvious that he didn't want to be in charge, and equally obvious that 


he had no choice. 


"We... go out there," he said slowly, resting his hand on the door frame. "There aren't any near the door, and 
the path to the kitchens is relatively clear. We can run a hell of a lot faster than they can, so we can 
probably make it before they have a chance to catch up. We'll just have to block the kitchen doors so they 


can't follow us in" 


"Are you insane?" Axl snapped, planting his hands on his hips and glaring at Izzy. "We're just going to run and 
hope for the best? Christ! Why don't we just slap our asses on a platter and hand them over right now? And 
what if the kitchen is full of the fuckers? What do we do then?" 


"We'll just have to take our chances," Izzy said. His voice was calm and level and left no room for argument. 
Privately, Slash agreed with Axl. It was suicide to leave the stairwell, but even worse if they didn't. He couldn't 
imagine going back up to the room empty handed and having to explain to Duff that they'd all be slowly 
starving to death while monsters overran the outside world. Strangely, the thought of Duff alone upstairs, 
waiting for their safe return, gave Slash a jolt of courage. 


"IIl go first," he offered, pushing Axl out of the way and resting his hand on the doorknob. It had to be done. 
He just had to keep reminding himself of that. It was either chance dying quickly or be assured of a slow, 
horrible death later. Izzy met his eyes, then nodded. 


"On the count of three," he murmured, pulling Axl back. "You make a run for it. Axl, you follow him, and I'll be 
right behind you. As soon as | get into the kitchen, Slash, you and | will work on barricading the door. Axl, if 
there's anyone in the kitchen with us, it's your job to take them out" Axl nodded grimly and tensed. "Okay. 


One... two... THREE!" 


Almost before the word left Izzy's lips, Slash wrenched open the door. He was a good seven paces across the 
lobby before the moaning started, and he knew that the creatures had turned towards him, scenting fresh 
blood. He'd never been much of a runner before, never thought much of it, really, but as he pounded across 
the carpeted lobby, he wished he'd been running marathons all his life. He wished he was an Olympic athlete, a 
sprinter, a fucking jogger even. The blood pounded in his temples and his breath rasped in his throat. Fucking 
cigarettes. If he made it out of this alive, he'd never smoke again. 


Axl was close on his heels; he could hear his friend's labored breathing over his shoulder. Almost there, just a 
few more steps. The creatures kept coming, moaning low, and it was starting to get to him. That horrible 
noise.. it was like nothing he'd ever heard before. There was nothing even remotely human about it, nothing at 
all to suggest that they could be persuaded to show mercy. Slash had to fight back the wild desire to look 


over his shoulder and see how close they were. 


He slammed into the kitchen doors at full speed, gasping and yelping as his shoulder struck the heavy wood and 
his fingers scrabbled at the knobs. For a horrible second, he thought that the kitchen was locked, then his 
hand closed around the handle and he was shoving the door open, tumbling into the sterile white and stainless 
steel, Axl and Izzy right behind him. He turned immediately, flinging his body weight against the doors and 
slamming them shut. There was a hideous shriek as Izzy dragged a huge prep table across the floor and 
Together, they jammed it against the door. 


There was a dull thud from outside and Slash finally allowed himself a terrified little sob. They'd made it! They 
were in the fucking kitchen, the creatures were on the other side of the door, and no one was hurt. Gasping, 
he whirled to face the kitchen, expecting to see at least one creature shuffling towards them. The kitchen was 
empty, however, and Izzy and Axl were already moving through it. 


"Remember," Izzy said, "only take things that won't go bad" Axl bent to rummage in a cabinet and resurfaced 
holding a bunch of heavy canvas bags. "Excellent. Okay, pack as much canned food in there as you can. We'll 
send it up in batches, and then worry about water..." 


"Send it up?" Slash asked, accepting a bag and crossing the kitchen to rifle through the cupboards. Axl was 
giving Izzy the same befuddled look, and Izzy cocked his head. 


"Yeah. Send it up.." His statement was once again greeted by uncomprehending stares, and he sighed. "This hotel 
is huge. There's gonna be a dumbwaiter in here somewhere. We'll just send Axl up first and he can unload all 
the shit, and then me and Slash will follow him." They continued to stare, and Izzy frowned a little. "What? You 
didn't think we were gonna go back out into the horde, did you?" 


Slash laughed softly and turned back to the task at hand, shaking his head. Axl clapped Izzy on the shoulder 
and grinned. "lz, you're a fucked up guy." Izzy looked about to protest the statement, but Axl cut him off. "It's 
a good thing we have you along.” 


Nothing Left To Lose 


Author's Notes: 
Ahhh, chapter three! No skull crushing in this one, but | promise there will be plenty of peril in the next 
chapter. 


Thanks for this chapter go to the inestimable Mr. Kris Kristofferson for writing what might just be the best 
song ever, and to Janis Joplin for singing the hell out of it. 


ERE 


Izzy had never asked much out of life. A warm bed to sleep in, friends at his side, a guitar under his fingers. 
He wasn't like Axl, who wanted to be famous, wanted to be adored and remembered for the way he changed 
the world with his music. Izzy had never even considered changing the world. The music alone had been enough 
for him; the simple fact that he could, by shifting his fingers along six strings, produce sounds that brought a 
little joy to other people had been mind blowing enough. He'd come out to LA. first, but Axl was the driving 
force, always had been. Up until this morning, Izzy'd figured he always would be. 


He'd been mildly surprised when Axl had materialized, pale-faced and nervous, at his hotel room door. OF all the 
guys, lzzy'd figured Axl was the east likely to get riled up by stories of a bizarre fast-acting flu. But there 
he'd been and here he was now, slightly less jittery but still pale, still shaken He put on a good front, posturing 
and puffing his chest out like a little fighting rooster, but no matter how loudly he proclaimed his desire to go 
kill more of the things out there, Izzy didn't believe him. 


Slash and Duff hadn't attempted any such front. The both of them were sitting on the couch, Slash wedged up 
in the corner and Duff leaning against him, brown eyes closed. They both looked tired as hell and Izzy had 


noticed a fine trembling in Slash's hands, one that he recognized all too well. 


"So are we gonna sit here all fucking day?" Axl demanded, bouncing the table leg against his palm. "Why don't 
we patrol this floor, clear it the fuck out so we don't have to huddle up in one room like a bunch of homos?" 
Duff made a wounded noise and peeled open one eye. He looked a little better than Slash, though the dark 


circles under his eyes were far more pronounced than usual. 

"We're not exactly in any shape to clear the floor," Izzy answered gently, hoping to stop the argument in its 
tracks. Duff was a sweet guy, but Izzy didn't doubt for a second that he'd beat the hell out of Axl if it came 
down to it. 


"| dunno," Slash said, stirring a little. "Maybe we should. | gotta get some stuff out of the room, anyway, and 


we can whack a couple of the bastards on the way there." Izzy's brows drew down and he shifted 
uncomfortably. He knew exactly what Slash wanted to get out of the room, and knew also that he couldn't let 
that happen. 


"Maybe we should just wait," he said cautiously. He wanted to gauge Slash's reaction, see if he'd drop the 
subject or if they'd have to make this a private conversation He didn't want to have to chew Slash out, but 
the truth was, they wouldn't survive two seconds with a doped up junkie on their hands. 


His ploy to keep the peace didn't succeed. Slash sat up a little, eyes narrowed, and Izzy noted the sheen of 
sweat on his bare skin. Not good. He'd be in a bad way real soon "Wait nothing," Slash snarled. "It's two fucking 
doors down. It'll only take ten seconds, tops. I'll take monkeyboy with me and we'll be fine.” 


"Saul." Duff murmured, laying a hand on Slash's arm and worrying his lower lip. Izzy cut him off, voice firm. 


"Dude, let's not do this right now," he warned. Slash's jaw jutted out stubbornly and Izzy knew he was fighting 
a losing battle. "Not in front of everyone else, then" He stood and Slash followed suit, dark eyes blazing behind 
his curtain of hair. Izzy hadn't mentioned the hair-cutting thing since they'd returned, but he knew he'd have 
to bring it up again soon They would have to leave the hotel eventually and they wouldn't survive two seconds 


out there with their hair flapping around, ready to be grabbed. 


"Everyone else?" Axl yelped, sitting up straight. There was a wounded expression on his face that Izzy knew to 
be false. He didn't really care so much about what had to be said as he cared about being left out. If there 
was one thing Axl Rose couldn't cope with it was being left out of the loop. "Since when did we become 


everyone else!?" 


"Not now, Billy," Izzy snapped, shooting him a look. That, combined with the use of his given name, was enough 
to send Axl into a sulky silence. Izzy would catch hell for the dismissal later, but he had more pressing things 
to take care of now. He gestured curtly to Slash and the two of them walked into the suite's bedroom, 


shutting the door behind them. 
"Listen, man," Izzy began, but Slash interrupted. 


"No, you listen. I'm not playing this fucking game with you, Iz It's easy for you to sit there and tell me to wait; 
you've got your fucking stash in here already." A fierce scowl twisted his dark features, and Izzy was tempted 
to respond in kind. Instead, he kept his voice level. 


"| quit two months ago," he answered. Slash recoiled slightly, the snarling mask slipping for a moment to reveal 
shock. "| know, you didn't notice. No one did except Steven" He shrugged. It hadn't hurt too much that no one 
seemed to care that he'd kicked his habit. He'd always kept it fairly private anyway. "I'm not gonna lie to you, 
man, it's rough as hell and | really wish | didn't have to do this to you." 


"You wish you didn't have to do this to me," Slash repeated flatly, folding his arms across his chest. Izzy 
winced a little; that hadn't come out right at all. 


"That's not what | meant and you know it," he said. "Look, | don't know why you guys decided to put me in 
charge here. | don't like it, | don't want it, and | sure as fuck don't need it. But the fact of the matter is, you 
all came to my room. You asked me what / thought we should do. And now I'm telling you. You've got to stop 
shooting up." 


"You want me to just fucking quit? Cold turkey? You're insane." Slash shook his head and turned away from 
Izzy, reaching for the door. "You're totally fucking insane and I'm not gonna sit around and listen to this 


bullshit." 


"You're gonna get yourself killed, Slash." It took a hell of an effort to keep his voice steady. He'd figured that 
Slash would react badly to this, but goddamn it, he was just trying to keep everyone alive. 


"Fuck you, Stradlin!" Slash rounded on him, one hand resting on the doorknob. "Its my fucking life. And in case 
you hadn't noticed, l'm a big boy now. | don't need you playing mommy." 


"Fuck your life," Izzy said, voice cool as ice. "What about Duff?" 


Slash flinched visibly at that, and his hand fell from the doorknob. "The fuck did you just say?" All the anger 
was gone from his voice, and Izzy felt a pang of guilt. He wished he hadn't had to go there, but Slash was 
making shit very difficult. 


‘| said, what about Duff?" He left it there. Slash's imagination would do the scenario more justice than Izzy 
ever could. He liked to pretend that he was just fucking Duff, but Izzy, at least, knew better than that. He'd 
seen the way Slash focused on Duff, the way Duff clung to Slash's arm, the way they leaned on each other 
for support. Maybe they hadn't admitted it yet, but they were too far gone to ever come back 


"That was a low fucking blow, Iz," Slash murmured, arms wrapping around his torso. It was a defensive gesture 
this time, and Izzy resisted the urge to go over and hug Slash tight. It was a low blow, but a necessary one. 
Slash would get over it. 


"You know it's the truth, though," he said softly. "He wouldn't last two seconds without you, and you won't last 
two seconds unless you give up the needle.” Slash flinched again, and this time Izzy did cross the room, arms 
wrapping around his friend's shoulders. "Look, | know it fucking sucks. But you've gotta do it, and there's no 


better time than now." 


Slash leaned on Izzy for half a second, then pulled away and rubbed at his face. "Yeah. You're right." He smiled 
humorlessly, and Izzy saw the spark of hatred flash in his dark eyes. "You're a self-righteous fuckface, but 


you're right." 


"We'll pull the mattress off the bed and move it in here," Izzy answered quietly, opening the door and motioning 
for Duff to come in. He stood with a faintly puzzled expression on his haggard face and shuffled over. 


"What?" he asked, glancing over Izzy's shoulder at Slash. "What's wrong?" Izzy had half expected Duff to be 


hysterical, but his brown eyes were serene and the only emotion in his voice was concern. 


"Nothing, man," Slash said, throwing Izzy a glance. "I just gotta talk to you for a second, that's all" Izzy slipped 
out of the room, shutting the door behind him, and padded over to the couch. Axl was next to him before he 


could even blink, green eyes bright and curious. 


"Dude, what the fuck is going on?" he demanded. Izzy glanced over at him and debated not saying anything. Axl 
could be notoriously insensitive, and the last thing they needed was him giving Slash hell about his heroin use. 


Then again, he was in it with them and deserved to know just as much as anyone else. 


"Slash... is gonna be sick for a while," he said cautiously, searching for a way to phrase it so that Axl wouldn't 


freak out. Axl was two steps ahead of him, and spoke before Izzy could continue. 


"He's finally quitting the smack, huh?" Izzy raised a slow eyebrow and Axl shrugged. "I'm not as oblivious as 
you guys think | am. | noticed when you quit” Izzy could only stare, shocked. Axl had noticed? He hadn't said 
anything; the only one who'd bothered to congratulate Izzy was Steven, and he'd figured that only Steven really 


gave a shit. Poor Steven, who was out there with the fucking monsters... 
"You didn't say anything," Izzy said quietly. "I didn't think you cared." 


"Jeff." Axl was trying really hard not to look wounded, and Izzy was trying equally hard not to lean over and 
hug him close. They weren't kids anymore and he couldn't get away with that sort of physical comfort, though 
god knew they both needed it. 


"I know, I'm sorry. That was a shitty thing to say." He stood abruptly, turning towards the bed. It was piled 
high with shit, suitcases and a few chairs and a small table. They'd have to move all that before they could 
get to the mattress, and then pile it all back on. No big deal; they'd managed fine before. But they were both 
getting tired, and the stress level was running pretty fucking high. "Come on, we need to get the mattress into 


the room so he'll have somewhere to lie down" 


Axl stood and followed him to the side of the bed, and they started unloading the mattress. It took about 
thirty minutes to get everything off and out of the way, and then another ten to actually wrestle the 
mattress off of the bed frame. 


"Fuck, man," Axl muttered as they stood, panting and leaning against the upright mattress. "I'm gonna start 
fucking working out” Izzy laughed softly and glanced back at the door. Duff and Slash still hadn't come out of 
the room, and he wondered if he should disturb them. He didn't have to wonder long, because Axl abandoned 


his post at the other end of the mattress and went to knock on the door. 


There was a moment of silence, then the door swung open. Duff looked worse than he had when he'd gone into 
the room, pale and drawn with black smudges around his eyes that gave him a ghostly air. He and Axl stood 


for a moment, staring at each other, then Axl gestured back over his shoulder. 


"We, um, got the mattress, man. You want us to go ahead and bring it in?" 


"Yeah.." Duff managed a wavering smile and shifted aside, holding the door open. "Could you?" Axl nodded and 


returned, and he and Izzy began to manhandle the mattress into the bedroom. 


The door to the bedroom was wide, wide enough to have allowed the bed itself through in their earlier, 
frenzied moving. There were scratches along the door frame, and it had made a horrific noise, but the bed had 
gone through. So it wasn't a terrible chore to get the mattress back inside, though by the time they tipped 


over to rest in the center of the floor, both of them were panting and coated in sweat. 


Seriously," Axl muttered. "Working out. Goddamn." Izzy flashed him a tight smile, but his eyes were glued to 
Slash. He was looking pretty rough, and Izzy knew it would just get worse. Best for Axl and him to leave Slash 
alone. And Duff, too, apparently. Izzy hadn't wanted to see anyone when he was suffering through withdrawal, 
but Duff stood as though he'd taken root, and Izzy could only assume that they'd discussed the matter. 


"C'mon, man," he murmured, grabbing Axl by the arm and tugging him out of the room. He looked like he 
wanted to stay, maybe grab some popcorn and watch the show. "We need to make some supper.” Axl rolled his 


eyes, but followed Izzy out into the main room. 


‘lm not hungry," he groused, flopping back down on the couch and glaring at the closed door. Izzy sighed and 
dragged a small hotplate out of the bag of shit they'd hauled up. He wasn't in the mood to deal with Axl's 


melodramatics, so he decided simply to ignore them. 


"What do you want, corned beef or.." Izzy dug around and unearthed a small can. "Ew, who brought potted 


meat?" 


"Probably Slash," Axl answered, grabbing the can of faux meat out of Izzy's hand and shrugging. "He's a weird 
motherfucker. Anyway, this is no worse than the corned beef. It just doesn't try to pretend it's semi- 
wholesome." Izzy snorted and snatched the potted meat away from Axl, tucking it back into the bag, It could 


stay there until they were desperate. Only starvation made leftover animal parts seem appetizing. 


"Grab us a few bowls, will ya?" Izzy instructed, plugging in the hotplate and leaning back against the wall. They'd 
brought up not only plastic bowls and a handful of forks and spoons, but a small cooking pot, several plastic 
glasses, a can opener, and a set of sharp knives. Axl gathered up utensils as Izzy busied himself with cooking 


the corned beef, and by the time it was ready Axl had a lovely little dining table set up. 


"Real fuckin’ quaint, isn't it?" he said, settling cross-legged at the small table. It was the same one that he'd 
mangled in order to get his club, and instead of trying to prop it up, he'd just knocked all the other legs off, so 
that they had a sort of low Japanese style table. "If you weren't such a fascist dickhole we could have candles 
and everything." 


"That's wasteful and you know it. We might need those later." Izzy calmly lifted a spoonful of corned beef to 


his lips to hide a wistful little smile. It would be nice to sit down and have a lovely, private little candlelit dinner 
with Axl. He'd given that little pipe dream up a long time ago, but he was still slightly fond of it. 


"Yeah, yeah," Axl sighed, picking at his food. It was hard not to roll his eyes; Axl obvious boredom was so 
ridiculous and self-centered that Izzy was tempted to lean across the table and slap him. 


"Eat your food, Axl," he ordered. "If you starve yourself, you'll never be able to fight.. them." He ducked his 
head at Axl's nasty little laugh. He was with Slash on this particular issue, though. He didn't want to call them 


zombies, although he was fairly certain that's what they were. It seemed too sci-fi, too B-movie. 


"Whatever, Iz You worry too fucking-" He fell silent abruptly and Izzy's head jerked up in surprise. Axl never 
shut up, not unless he had a damn good reason. After a moment's tense silence, that reason revealed itself. 


There was a low moan from the other side of the door, and then a thumping, scrabbling sound like something 
was trying to claw down the door. Axl let out a low moan of horror and gripped his club so tight that his 


knuckles turned white, wide green eyes focused on Izzy. 


"What do we do?" he whispered, voice barely audible. Izzy could only shake his head and stare at the door. 
There was nothing they could do. If they unblocked the door and killed the one creature, more would take its 
place. In fact, he could hear more shuffling up to the door, their inhuman voices raising in a chorus of hungry 
growls and moans. He could almost see them there in the hall, bumping against each other, broken nails 
scrabbling at the wooden door. 


"Izzy, please!" Axl begged, voice rising to a high whine. There was panic in his eyes, a panic that was echoed in 
Izzy, though he knew he couldn't show it. He was supposed to keep his shit together. He was supposed to keep 
the guys safe. "Do something!" 


Izzy rose and looked around wildly, chewing at his lower lip. There was the television, that would drown out the 
sounds, but the only thing on would be more news reports and that would only inflame the helpless fear. The 

door to the bedroom swung open and Duff peeked out. His hair was sticky with sweat and falling into his face, 
but Izzy could see the whites of his eyes showing from behind bleached blonde strands. 


"Are they out there?" he asked. Izzy was amazed by how level his voice sounded, and he answered with a curt 


nod. "Slash is freaking out, dude. What do we do?" 

Shit, of course. Slash would be freaking out. Izzy remembered well the intense paranoia that had accompanied 
his own withdrawals; he could only imagine how it must be for Slash, who actually had something to be 
legitimately concerned over. Both Duff and Axl were staring at him now, and the expectant light in their eyes 
made him want to scream. /m not a fucking general! | dont know what to do! 


Then his eyes fell on his guitar case. 


He was across the room in a second, drawing the instrument out and cradling it against his chest. Axl made a 


puzzled noise, but Izzy cut him off by strumming a chord. Hell, the monsters already knew they were in here. 
Might as well drown them out as best they could. Just the sound of that one chord was immediately soothing, 
and he crossed slowly to where Duff stood, settling against the wall with his legs stretched out in front of 


him. 


The chords came forward without any consideration, and Axl gave a little surprised laugh. It had been their 
favorite song to play together growing up, and it seemed the most natural choice at the moment. Axl joined 


him on the floor and cleared his throat, rolling his shoulders. 
"Kris or Janis?" he asked softly. Duff cocked his head like a puzzled bird, and Izzy smiled warmly. 


"Kris, but in Janis voice," he said. Axl nodded and winked up at Duff, then cleared his throat again and closed 
his eyes. 


"Busted flat in Baton Rouge, headin’ for the trans." Axl's voice was low and soft and rich as whiskey and honey. 
Duff recognized the tune immediately, and sighed softly as he relaxed back against the doorframe. Between Axl 
and Izzy, the moaning faded into the background, and when they hit the chorus, Duff joined in, harmonizing 
effortlessly. 


"Freedom's just another word for nothin’ left to lose, and nothin' ain't worth nothin’ but its free." 


From inside the bedroom, Slash gave a rattling laugh, and Izzy closed his eyes against the pain in his friend's 
voice. It sucked, it all sucked. This wasn't the way things were supposed to be. They were supposed to be on 
stage, playing their hearts out to an adoring audience. Instead, they were trapped in a fucking hotel room, 
playing to preserve their sanity. Izzy supposed, though, that it was a noble use for the song. Kris and Janis 
would have been proud. 


"Well. Id trade all of my tomorrows for one single yesterday." The way Axl sang the line, it sounded like his 
heart was tearing out. Izzy understood the sentiment. God, what he wouldn't give to be a stupid, careless kid 


again, all half-formed dreams and hopeless puppy love. 


When the song ended, Izzy raised an eyebrow at Axl. "How long can you go for, man?" Axl's narrow shoulders 
squared, and he flashed Izzy a familiar, cocky smile. 


"Baby, as long as you can play, | can sing." Izzy glanced up at Duff, who nodded and smiled. Right, then. He 
supposed this was what it all came down to, really. This was their life, reduced to fundamentals, and that was, 
surprisingly, fine with him. After all, what was a band but a bunch of friends who made music to keep the 
horrors at bay? 


"Let's fucking do it then," he murmured, grinning as his fingers flowed into the next song. 


Death Is A Star 
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It had been nearly a week Fine, five days, technically, but to Axl it felt like a year. Two years. Hell, it might as 
well have been a century. Every day the room seemed to grow smaller, the food seemed to grow blander, the 
air seemed to grow staler. He was certain, in his heightened melodramatic state, that this was what life was 

like for animals at the zoo. He was trapped in a cage that mimicked his natural habitat just enough to fool him 


into thinking that it was worth it to wake up in the morning. 


Of course, instead of children and gawking adults come to see him, he had a hallway full of thumping, moaning 
zombies that wanted to tear the flesh off his bones with their disgusting tombstone teeth. He clambered up 
onto the barricade to look at them whenever Izzy wasn't paying attention, peering out the peephole in morbid 
fascination. Each day more showed up, thronging out in the hall to bump into each other and scratch 


pointlessly at the door. 


Izzy had enforced a two day silence to see if the zombies would be fooled into wandering off. They hadn't 
cooked anything, hadn't run any water, hadn't even spoken to each other. Those had been the worst two days 
of Axl's life and, when Izzy had finally called an unsuccessful halt to the ban, he'd hung his head out the 


window and screamed himself hoarse. 


It wasn't any easier on the other guys, he knew. Slash in particular was miserable most of the time. Part of 
Axl was inclined to pity him for that, and part felt that he was only getting what he deserved. Uncharitable, 
yes, but Axl had been smart enough to only dabble in drugs. Addiction was an ugly thing and he had no 
sympathy for those who were snared by it. 


He did feel sorry for Duff. Poor bastard was up at all hours, first holding back Slash's hair while he puked, 
then holding Slash himself as he sweated through the junkie tremors. His withdrawals had peaked last night; 
none of them had been able to sleep through his paranoid ravings, and Izzy had flown into what looked like a 
rage, but which Axl knew to be pure frustration. There were dents in the walls this morning from where Izzy 


had thrown pots and pans, and bloody smears from where he'd pounded his fist into the expensive wallpaper. 


He was asleep now, a sprawl of thin limbs and dark hair, his chest rising and falling steadily. Axl watched him, 
fascinated by the way Izzy's stomach hollowed with each exhale, leaving his ribcage jutting up in an unnatural 
mound. He couldn't decide if it was simply the way Izzy was lying that made it look that way, or if Izzy was 
getting too thin. Sighing, he prodded his own ribs. The flesh around them, not plentiful under normal 


circumstances, was getting downright spare, and he had an awful craving for oranges. 


Axl cast a wistful look at the window, toes curling in the thick carpet. Oranges or maybe some pineapple. Or 
slices of mango. God he missed mango! Hell, he missed fresh food in general. His mind drifted away from Izzy's 
disturbing scrawniness and into the realm of torturous fantasy. He could practically taste the fresh turkey, 
sandwiched between two hot slices of buttermilk bread. Oh god, and topped with lettuce and tomatoes and 
onions and spicy mustard and maybe some pickles, and then a fucking huge hunk of newly baked chocolate cake 


for dessert. Ooh, and with raspberries on the cake.. 


Whining, Axl fell onto his back and stared at the ceiling hopelessly. He'd probably never taste a fresh sandwich 
again, much less raspberry chocolate cake. His life was doomed. So doomed, in fact, that he couldn't even bring 


himself to be pissed off about it. No more good food, no more pussy, no more drinking, no more fucking music 


With a little growl, he dragged himself over to the window. Izzy insisted that it stay closed, which Axl was stil 
bitter about. What were the zombies gonna do, fly? They were on the sixth fucking floor, and every goddamn 
monster in town knew it, so why bother to keep the window closed, right? Especially on a gorgeous day like 
this. It seemed obscene, but the view outside was glorious. Axl could practically feel the gentle breeze stirring 
his hair. And why shouldn't he? With a quick glance back to make sure Izzy still slept, he reached up and 
flicked back the locks on the window, then carefully pushed it open 


The hotel was nice and the window didn't even squeak a little bit. Grinning hugely, Axl reached up to fumble the 
screen off. He'd taken it down once already, but Izzy'd insisted that he put it back after his screaming fit. Izzy 
apparently believed that there were crazed killer zombie flies out there, which was obviously ridiculous. If the 


zombies managed to make it up to a sixth floor window, one fucking bug screen wasn't going to stop them. 


So he set it aside carefully, checking again to make sure Izzy was still asleep. He suspected that if he'd gone 
over and kicked Izzy in the side, it still would have taken him about ten minutes to actually wake the fuck up. 


Axl wasn't in the mood to test that theory, so instead, he leaned out the window. 


He'd been right; it was a fucking glorious day outside. He'd almost expected it to smell like death, but the air 
was curiously fragrant and.. quiet. Jesus H. Christ, it was quiet out. It took Axl a moment to realize the full 
implication of this, but when he did, his arms trembled and he nearly fell out the window. It wasn't just that it 
was quiet outside, it was that it was totally silent. No people calling to each other, no stereos playing, no dogs 
barking or birds singing. And weirdest of all, no traffic. The aural void made his ears ring a little, and he 


shuddered. 


Axl was nothing if not adaptive, and after the initial shock he forced himself back into his usual cocky state. 
Fuck it, it was just a little silence. That meant more city for him, more time alone with his thoughts. Biting his 
lower lip, he looked down into the hotel's courtyard. There were no zombies shuffling around in his immediate 
line of sight, but that didn't mean jack and he knew it. There was, though, a nice wide ledge about two feet 


down from the windowsill... 


Grinning, Axl hoisted a leg up and carefully clambered out the window. The breeze ruffled his hair, lank and 


greasy from lack of washing, and for the first time since he'd fled to Izzy's room that morning, he felt 
refreshed. So what if the silence was a little bit eerie? The air was fresh and he was out in the motherfucking 
sunshine again! Sighing happily, Axl scooted out away from the window, legs dangling like a kid in a high chair, 
and fumbled out a pack of cigarettes. 


Izzy had been giving him a ration of shit about smoking, which Axl had chosen to ignore. He didn't chain smoke 
them the way Slash did, and he'd been limiting himself anyway. One cigarette a day, maybe two if he was 
feeling particularly stressed. He still had half of this pack and another in his back pocket, and his daily smoke 
had quickly become the only thing to look forward to in what was becoming a series of increasingly miserable 
days. He'd already had today's cigarette, but he figured it wouldn't hurt to fire up another in honor of his new 


dubious freedom. 


He savored each drag, closing his eyes and letting the soft whistle of the wind soothe his overactive mind. He'd 
never really been able to listen to the wind before; too many people or not enough motivation to sit still had 
pretty much rendered him incapable of appreciating nature. Not that what he was doing now was technically 
appreciating nature, but it was close enough. A dead city was a little like a concrete forest and besides, he'd 


have plenty of time for that once they found Steven and cleared the fuck out. 


He'd finished the cigarette, tossing the butt down into the abandoned courtyard, and was contemplating lighting 
another, when he heard a frantic scrabbling from inside the room. It was either Izzy or they had mice, and he 
laughed a little at the thought. Really big fucking mice. There was a low call from inside the room, and Axl was 
sure it was Izzy. Billyl? Where the fuck are you, Billy? He hated Izzy for calling him that still, hated him and 


loved him. 


There was a fervent curse, and Axl gripped the edge of his little ledge, turning to face the window. Two 
seconds later Izzy's head popped out, hair all disheveled and eyes wild with terror. "Billy! Christ, what the fuck 
are you doing out herel? You'll fall and kill yourself!" 


"Calm down, man," Axl groused gently, scooting back towards the window. Izzy grasped his shoulder and yanked 
him back inside so forcefully that they both toppled over in a heap on the ground. Laughing, Axl disentangled 
himself. He was in too good a mood now for Izzy's mother hen routine to phase him much. "I was just getting 


some fresh air." 


"Are you insane?" Izzy demanded, but he sounded more relieved than worried, and his arms circled Axl's thin 


shoulders, yanking him into a tight hug. "Fuck, man, | woke up and you weren't there and." 


"And you thought I'd done something really stupid," Axl supplied ruefully. It was sweet of Izzy to worry, and 
perfectly natural, but it grated a little anyway. 


"Billy, you did do something stupid” A little flare of irritation rose up in Axl, and he growled softly. So much for 
his good mood. Izzy ruined everything lately. 


"I just wanted to breathe something that didn't smell like fucking armpits and vomit, okay? Is that a fucking 


crime?" 
"You could have fallen!" 


"But | didn't, Jeffl" He stood, annoyed and guilty, which only served to fan the flames of his irritation What 
right did Izzy have to make him feel bad for trying to escape for a few minutes? Fuck it! They weren't kids 
anymore, stealing smokes behind a warehouse and sniffing each other's clothes before heading home. "You need 


to fucking chill out. We're safe in here, man! They can't open doors!" 


As if they'd heard his words and determined to prove him wrong, the clot of zombies in the hall began to 

thump against the door, harder than they had ever done before. Axl shot the barricade a worried look and 
tried to shake off the sudden crippling fear that rose up in him. What were they gonna do? Moan their way 
in? A quick glance at Izzy showed that he, too, was having doubts about their safety, which just made Axl's 


half-hearted dismissals ring more false. 


"Billy." Izzy never got to finish that thought. With a sound like kindling snapping, the hinges cracked free of the 
doorframe and Axl leapt back with a shriek of alarm. So it wasn't the manliest thing he could have done under 


the circumstances. He didn't think Izzy would hold it against him. 


"fuck Billy, they're breaking in!" At any other time, Axl would have mocked Izzy for stating the obvious. Now 
was no time for sarcasm, though. The zombies were indeed breaking in; the sheer inexorable weight of them 


against the door was too much for what seemed suddenly to be a flimsy, pathetic barrier. 


"I know! | know!" His voice bordered dangerously on full-blown panic, although he was amazed to find that 
inwardly he was calm. Or perhaps calm was a bad word for it. He was blank, like a smooth white wall, totally 
aware of what was happening but unable or unwilling to process the information He turned to Izzy, as he'd 
done so often over the last few days, all previous irritation forgotten. There was something intensely capable, 


and therefore comforting, about Izzy. He would make things all right. "What do we do?" 


Izzy only hesitated for a second, then gestured sharply to the bedroom. "Get Slash and Duff. We're going out 
the window." 


Axl didn't question the wisdom of Izzy's order until he burst into the bedroom. It seemed like a totally 
reasonable course of action, after all. The ledge was plenty wide enough to walk on, provided they were careful, 
and if one of the other windows wasn't unlocked they could always break it. It wasn't likely that the zombies 


were bright enough to track their progress, and they certainly weren't coordinated enough to follow. 


Unfortunately, the same could be said of Slash. Axl hadn't seen him since they'd hauled the mattress in, Izzy 
had insisted on carrying all the food in, and on the rare occasions when Duff emerged, he only opened the door 
a crack. Axl had kind of anticipated Slash looking like hell, but he wasn't prepared for the waxen scarecrow 
leaning up against the wall, awake and yet not awake, a horrible, weird mockery of consciousness. Duff's head 
lay in his lap, and he picked at the bassist's blonde hair with fingers like curved claws. If Axl didn't know better, 
he would have though Slash a zombie. 


"Jesus H. Christ," he murmured. There was a moment when he contemplated running back to Izzy, telling him 
that Slash would never make it. Then Slash opened his eyes and fixed them on Axl's face, and all thoughts of 
abandonment flew out of Axl's head. He could no more leave Slash to the zombies than he could give up 


himself. "Come on, guys, we gotta go. They're breaking in" 


Duff was on his feet in a second, brown eyes reflecting the same mindless panic that Axl had experienced. It 
smoothed away at Slash's little groan, and he stooped, hands sliding under Slash's arms to lift him bodily from 
the mattress. Axl almost wished he had someone to take care of, someone weaker than him to defend the way 
Duff did. Purpose seemed to push the fear back more effectively than mere bravado. 


"How are we getting out?" Duff asked, looping one of Slash's thin arms around his neck and hauling him into the 
main room. Izzy glanced up from the bag of food and grimaced. Axl could tell exactly what he was thinking. 


Slash is never gonna make it 


"Window," Axl answered, biting his lips, and the same look of despair flashed across Duff's face. There was no 
fucking way Slash would survive out on the ledge. He could barely stand on his own, for fuck's sake. If they 
tried to take him, he'd just haul them down too. It was fundamentally unfair, but it was the hand they'd been 
dealt. 


Duff hauled Slash over to the window and peered out, shivering a little. His arm tightened around Slash's waist, 
and Axl knew that if Slash couldn't make it, neither would Duff. He would stay and fight and they'd die together. 
It was a total fucking waste, and Axl wasn't about to let it happen. This was his band and he would keep it 
together, and to hell with the fucking zombies. 


"Okay, I'm gonna go out first," he said, striding over to the window and swinging a leg out. "Slash, you come 
after me, and Duff, you follow him and make sure he doesn't fall" Izzy paused his packing long enough to shoot 
him a puzzled look, and Duff looked like he wanted to argue, but the door splintered again and grasping fingers 


edged in around the small gap between door and frame. 


"IFs fine," Slash said, patting Duff weakly on the arm and pulling away. He stumbled a little, knees wobbling, and 
Axl was sure he would pitch over and never get up again. But he stood steady and made his way over to the 
window. "Just catch me if | fall, huh?" He tossed a grin back over his shoulder, lips as white as his face, then 


turned back to Axl. "Lets do this before | lose my fucking nerve." 


"You're the boss," Axl answered, clambering the rest of the way out the window. The wind tickled the strands 
of hair around his face, and he bit his lower lip as he edged out onto the ledge. Suddenly, six floors up and 
running for his life, the ledge didn't seem quite so wide anymore. He almost thought to call it off, to duck back 
inside and take his chances with the zombies, but then Slash was out on the ledge with him and there was 
nothing for it but to go on 


He twisted so that his back was pressed against the cool stone wall and began shuffling out, eyes fixed on the 
ledge before him. If he looked down it was all over, he knew that well enough. Just so long as he kept focused, 


so long as he kept moving, he'd be fine. Stay focused Dont look back Almost before the thought had formed, 
there was a soft cry from behind him, and his head whipped around. 


Slash stood, arms splayed back against the wall, eyes tightly shut. He looked even worse out here in the sun, 
sallow and far too thin, hair hanging in limp curls around his drawn, exhausted face. His chest heaved, though 
Axl couldn't tell if it was from exertion or just plain terror. Whatever the case, he wasn't moving and Duff 


was stuck at the window, with Izzy still inside. 


"Slash, man," he called as softly as he could manage and still be heard. Slash's head turned slowly and one eye 
peeled open, round with terror. "Come on, you gotta keep moving. Izzy's still in there.." Slash whined like a dog 
but edged out a few more steps, fingers stretching towards Axl. "Come on, you can do it. Grab my hand if you 


need to, man, | can keep my balance." 


Slash's fingers scrabbled across the stone wall and curled tight around Axl's hand. Axl almost recoiled in shock; 
Slash's skin was weirdly clammy and there was a distinct tremble in his fingers that disturbed Axl far more 
than his ghastly appearance. If he didn't know better, he might have thought Slash was turning into a zombie. 
Shivering, he glanced past Slash and breathed out slowly as Izzy climbed free, the bag of food slung down in 
front of him. He pressed back against the wall and clutched it like a pregnant woman clutches her stomach, and 


Axl repressed the urge to laugh hysterically. Now was not the time. 


"Hey, want me to tell you a story?" he asked conversationally, feet shuffling along the ledge, tugging Slash 
after him. It was a fucking stupid thing to say, but it would keep Slash's mind off of how fucked up he felt, and 
how far the drop was. For that matter, it would keep Ax/'s mind off the drop. He didn't wait for an answer. 


"This one time when we were out in Chicago, me and Steven had connecting rooms. Well, we'd all been drinking, | 
don't know if you remember, but he came into my fucking room at, like, four in the fucking morning. You know 
how Steven is, crazy motherfucker, right? Well, he comes over to the bed and he says to me, ‘Aaaaaoxll" The 


impression of Steven's lilting drunken voice was better than accurate, and Slash gave a wheezing little laugh. 


| know, man!" Axl smiled and kept shuffling along, marveling at how easy it seemed now. Fuck this! This was 
nothing! He was a fucking rockstar, and so were all the other guys. They could make it down this fucking ledge 
and into another room, no problem. Grinning, he continued. "Fucking Steven! Anyway, he comes up to me and 
goes, "Axl! Dude, you've gotta see this fucking hooker | found!. Yeah right, right? But he wouldn't leave me the 


fuck alone about it, so | ask him, what's so fucking special about this one whore?" 


Just as he was getting into the story, his foot slipped a little on a patch of loose rocks, and he yelped softly 
as his ankle twisted to the side. For a brief, sickening moment he knew he was going to fall, he fucking knew it. 
He could see all the way down to the courtyard, could see the spot where he would land and burst like a ripe 


watermelon. In that moment, things seemed clearer than they ever had before, and he marveled over what an 


idiot he'd been, what a fucking waste his life had been. 


Then Slash's hand clamped down hard on his and his wrist wrenched so hard he swore he heard something pop. 
He howled with pain, shoulders slamming back against the wall, green eyes squeezed shut so tight that they 


watered. The epiphanies fled his mind like water through a sieve; all he could think was oh god, oh Jesus, Im 
alive, Im fucking alive. He wanted to hug Slash, couldn't believe that Slash even possessed the strength to stand 
much less haul him back from the brink of death. 


"You saved my fucking life," he breathed, turning back to look at his friend. He noted with a detached sort of 
interest that Duff had his hand firmly clamped over Izzy's mouth, and that Izzy was moaning and sobbing like 


a wounded animal. "Jeff, man." He hazarded a shaky smile. "Babe, it's okay. I'm alive, see?" 


Slash gave him a little nudge and a weak smile. It had obviously taken a lot out of him to perform his little 
heroic feat, and Axl was seized by a surge of guilt. Here he was stalling, and they ought to have been finding a 
damn place to stay.. 


"Keep telling the story," Slash ordered hoarsely, and Axl nodded, feet picking along the ledge more carefully now. 


"Yeah, the story.. Um, where was |?" He paused a minute to gather his thoughts, then launched back into his 
tale. "Right, the whore. So | asked him what was so special about this whore, and he goes, ‘Man, you won't 
believe this shit, but she gives the best fucking blow jobs I've ever had and sings Amazing fucking Grace like 


an angel while she does it. So of course l'm interested-" 


"| don't get it," Duff declared, and Axl shot him an irritated look. Or tried to. The severe glare he met from 
Slash when he turned his head was enough to abort the look Slash was right, he shouldn't be turning around 
to snap at Duff. Even if Duff was a big fucking meathead sometimes. "How can you sing and suck dick at the 


same time?" 


"Would you just shut the fuck up and listen to the story?" Axl muttered. There was a brief, wounded silence, 
then a murmur of assent. "Christ. You guys are a tough fucking audience." It seemed surreal to be balancing 
six stories above a stone courtyard telling raunchy stories, but then again, life had been incredibly fucking 


surreal over the past few days. It was ceasing to phase Axl. 


"Anyway. He tells me about this whore, and | was intrigued. So | told him to send her in and I'd just see about 
that. She comes in and we, you know, agree about the price, and then | turn off the lights and she starts going 
at it. Oh my fucking god, it was amazing" He groaned and rolled his eyes back for dramatic effect, and was a 
little surprised to feel his cock twitch against his leg. He hadn't gotten laid since before all this shit started, 
but god. He wasn't fucking thirteen years old anymore, either! 


"Best head I've ever had in my life. It was so fucking tight | almost shot my load right after she fucking 
started And then she starts singing Amazing Grace and holy god. It was like a choir of motherfucking angels 
had settled down in my hotel room and were singing me to sleep. It was fucking gorgeous, like you wouldn't 


even believe. Best fucking orgasm of my life, seriously. It was like a religious experience.’ 


He glanced back to judge how far they were from their old room and was pleasantly surprised. They'd be able 
to stop soon, get Slash lying down again. He looked like he needed it. Every step drained a little more color out 


of his haggard face. Biting his lower lip, Axl forged ahead, chattering cheerfully, though he felt considerably 


less than happy. 


"So | finish up and she goes into the bathroom to get all cleaned up, and | decide that | want a smoke, right? 
Pretty reasonable, huh? Except | can't find my fucking cigarettes anywhere! Not in my pocket, not on the floor, 
not under the fucking bed. Nowhere! So I'm starting to get kinda annoyed, and | turn on the light." He stopped 
for a moment, both the story and the balancing act. There was a likely window right there next to him, far 
enough away from the old room that the zombies probably wouldn't find it, but close enough that they could 
go back for shit that they might need. 


He glanced over his shoulder at Izzy and quirked an eyebrow. Izzy craned his neck around Duff and Slash and 
nodded slowly. It was the best they'd do under these circumstances, and a hell of a lot better than he'd 
expected. He had to hurry, though; Slash's trembling was getting worse by the minute and he himself was 
starting to get a little wobbly in the knees. 


"So | turn on the light," he continued, bending a little and tugging at the screen. There was a tap on his 
shoulder, and Slash gravely offered a pocketknife. "Thanks, man" The knife made quick work of the screen, and 
Axl started trying to jimmy the lock He didn't want to break the glass unless he absolutely had to; the nights 


were getting cooler and there weren't near enough blankets to go around. 


| turn on the light and start looking for my cigarettes, and I'll be damned if they weren't sitting right there on 
the bedside table next to her glass eyel" There was a gratifying burst of laughter and groaning from behind 
him, and he grinned, shifting so that his chest was pressed to the window. “I'm gonna have to kick this shit in, 
okay? I'll crawl into the room and knock the rest of the glass out, then help you bastards in. Sound good?" 


A general murmur of agreement was all Axl needed, and once it had died out, he braced his hands on either 
side of the window hollow. Drawing a deep breath, he swung his foot out and brought it hard against the pane 
of glass. A few cracks appeared in it but it didn't break, and he scowled. He'd had a dim image of himself kicking 
through the window like an action star and swinging in to find the room full of nubile blondes, but obviously 
that was just wishful thinking. 


It took two more hard kicks and a series of short, sharp ones before the glass gave way enough that he could 
climb through. Legs first, and his shirt caught on the shards, scraping the hell out of his back as he slithered 
in through the little hole he'd made. He could feel the blood trickling hot down his back, and when he turned to 
face the window again, there were bright red stains on the glass. Grimacing, he took off his shirt and wrapped 


it around his hand. 


It was hard to balance between getting the glass out fast and being careful not to cut himself again, but with 
the use of Slash's knife as a bashing implement, it only took about five minutes to open a hole large enough to 
squeeze everyone through. Slash came first, groaning and sweating and shaking like a baby, and right after him, 
Duff. Practically before his feet touched the floor, Duff had Slash in his arms, cooing to him and rocking him 
like a baby. Any other time, Axl would have turned away from the display in disgust. There was something 
about it, though, that touched him this time, and he almost wished that he had someone to hold him the way 
Duff held Slash. 


Then the food swung in, followed close by Izzy, and Axl smiled a little. "Did okay, didn't we?" he asked, and then 
Izzy's arms were tight around him, nearly crushing the air out of him. "Ack! Jeff! Dude, Jeff" Something hot 


rolled down Axl's neck and it took him a second to realize that it was a tear. 


"I thought we'd lost you, you little fucker," Izzy murmured, leaning back and laughing shakily. He looked 
embarrassed by the outburst, which made Axl smile. After all of his hard-ass fascist rules-mongering over 
the past few days, Izzy'd started to seem like a total different person. It was good to know that he was still 
the same emotionally damaged idiot that Axl knew and loved. 


"No such luck, man," he answered, reaching out and squeezing Izzy's shoulder. A thousand words were passed 
in that one gesture, and Izzy relaxed into a smile, eyes still a bit watery but under control now. "C'mon, let's 
see what kinda shit we've got in here, huh?" 


The Ghost Of A Smile 
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Their new room turned out to be two, one of those double rooms connected by a door which had, 
miraculously, been left open. The furnishings weren't half so rice as the ones in the room they'd just been 
forced to vacate, but there were two mattresses now and that more than made up for the shabby linens and 
uncomfortable chairs. Judging by the debris left behind, the rooms had been occupied by a family. Father, 
mother, one or two kids. It didn't really matter much, but Izzy was getting more in the habit of observing 


inconsequential things. There was no telling when they'd turn out to be very, very important. 


Currently, though, most of his attention was focused on the shattered window. He and Axl had cleaned up the 
shards as best they could while Duff hauled a mattress off of one of the beds and got Slash settled. He'd 
passed out immediately, wan and drenched in sweat, but with a surprisingly content smile on his face. His 
expression actually gave Izzy a modicum of hope. Maybe things weren't really as bad as they seemed. Now if 


he could only figure out what to do with the window... 


"You can stare at it all you like, Izzy my friend, but | don't think even your Jedi mind powers can create glass 
out of thin air." An arm clapped around his shoulders, and he glanced over with a little smile. Axl had been in a 


violently good mood since their escape and Izzy's subsequent mini-breakdown 


"How about yours, then, Billy?" he murmured, tilting his head to rest a cheek against Axl's bright hair. They 
both smelled awful, but Izzy honestly didn't mind There was enough of a breeze coming in that it stirred the 
air a little and besides, the initial funk had mellowed somewhat. Izzy was fairly certain that was only because 
he was getting used to the smell of unwashed humanity, but that didn't stop him from appreciating the 


reprieve. 


"My Jedi mind powers say that there's probably some shampoo in the bathroom," Axl answered promptly, 
squirming out of the embrace like an impatient kitten. He'd never really endured cuddling very well, so Izzy 
wasn't insulted. Maybe a little upset, sure. But never insulted 


"Billy." He didn't really want to bring up the whole Cutting Of The Hair issue again, not so soon after their 


triumph, but it was the perfect opening. "You know we're gonna have to lose the hair here soon" 


"Yeah." Izzy was slightly shocked by the lack of an outburst and caught himself wondering if Axl had actually 
matured or if he was just too full of piss and vinegar to give a flying fuck. He leaned towards the latter, but 


held out hope for the former. Yanking Axl out of his self-centeredness a little would be a remarkably positive 


side effect of this entire nasty business. "But it can be clean when | hack it all off, right?" 


"Seems like kind of a waste," Izzy said, cautious. He still wasn't entirely sure that Axl wouldn't blow up at him. 
Anyway, it was a waste. They didn't know when the water would be cut off; it was ridiculous to leap into the 
shower and wash their hair when they could be filling the tubs up with water and saving it to drink. "There 


are more important things to-" 


He trailed off as two slim hands cupped his face and tilted it down. "Jeff. Dude." He whimpered audibly, all 
thoughts of waste and practicality deserting his mind in the face of big green eyes and a too-thin face. "Listen 
to yourself. You need to chill. The fuck. Out" 


"Yeah.." Dammit, that wasn't what he meant to say! But since when had he ever said what he meant to say 
around Axl? Words always came out garbled and confused when Axl fixed him with that pouty, pleading gaze. 
"Yeah, all right. Go wash your fucking hair." He smiled fondly, taking some of the sting out of his words, and 

Axl whooped. 


"Come on with mel" he demanded, gripping Izzy by the wrist and hauling him in the direction of the bathroom. 
Izzy started to protest, they had barricades to put up and a window to fix and someone had to take stock of 
things. But Axl's grip was surprisingly strong and Izzy's willpower was predictably weak. He allowed himself to 
be led, feet dragging a little, hating himself for being such a fucking pushover. 


‘lm not washing your hair," he said, glancing over his shoulder once to make sure Duff and Slash were settled. 


Duff, still awake, flashed him a sweet little smile and a thumbs-up. It was slightly reassuring. Slightly. 


"You don't have to," Axl answered cheerfully, stripping off his shirt and tossing it onto the floor. The skin of 
his back was stark white, almost deathly pale, and Izzy's breath caught in his throat. Of all the horrible, unfair 
things to have to endure, this was the worst. He would have rather lost both feet and a hand to the 


monsters. "| wonder if the water still runs hot..." 


It didn't, which didn't particularly surprise Izzy. He was a little shocked that the water still ran at all, but when 
Axl turned the tap on, it gurgled and spurted clear, and there were indeed little complimentary shampoos 
nestled in a basket on the shelf. Moaning happily, Axl dropped to his knees on the floor and thrust his head into 
the bathtub. 


Izzy was tempted to laugh at the shocked little gasp that burst from Axl's mouth; the water was probably 
painfully cold, but after a moment of soft whimpering, Axl seemed fully over it. His slender little body wriggled 
in pleasure, and Izzy choked back another sigh. Unfair. Of all the times for all this shit to come rushing back.. 


It made sense, though. Here they were, in a life or death situation, pressed into close living quarters and 
forced to spend almost intolerable amounts of time with one another. And here he was, somehow entrusted 
with the well being of three of his closest friends, with the fourth out in the wilderness of the abandoned city 


somewhere. It was totally reasonable, then, for him to focus sexually on Axl again. He was stressed and Duff 


and Slash were deeply involved in one another, which left him no choice, really. He'd kicked his dependency on 
Axl around the same time he'd sobered up, but old habits had a tendency to come back and bite you in the 


Oss. 


"Dude, can you... fuck!" Izzy snapped out of his reverie and focused on Axl. He was still bent over the edge of 
the tub - such a perfect position - but he seemed to be struggling with something. "Fucking shampooll" The 
tiny bottle ricocheted around the tub as Axl flung it, and Izzy burst out laughing. How could he help it? It 


seemed Axl's temper, at least, remained undaunted by the atrocities around them. 


"Chill, man," he murmured, leaning over and grabbing the bottle. He twisted the cap and grunted, arching an 
eyebrow. Fucker was stuck on there pretty good, but Axl had loosened it a bit. He got it open on the second 
try, the little top squirting out of his fingers like a greased pig and rolling across the bathroom. 


Axl continued to grumble as Izzy handed the shampoo back, but Izzy suspected that was mostly because his 
pride was wounded. God forbid Axl Rose not be able to do something himself! Even back when he'd been little 
Bill Bailey, he'd had a complex about asking for help. Izzy supposed that was why he was always just kinda 
quietly ready in the background. Axl might not ask, but he was always there to give. 


"You gonna wash up too?" Axl's voice startled him a little, and Izzy arched a dark eyebrow. He'd figured that 
Axl would be lost in the spiritual experience that was Washing One's Hair, so the question took him by surprise. 


"Um, no. Probably not" It hadn't even occurred to him, really. His scalp did itch a little, yeah, and he didn't 
much like to touch his hair lately, but he didn't really see the point of washing it. He was only going to shave it 
all off in a day or so. Anyway, Slash needed the shampoo more than he did. He remembered how it had felt 
that first semi-coherent day after the real withdrawal was over. It was a little like being coated in slime and 
then dipped in filthy cotton. Maybe that was only him, but he'd rather err on the side of kindness. "I'll let Slash 


have it" 


Axl twisted around to stare at him, soapy red hair dangling comically into the tub. "Izzy. What the fuck is 
wrong with you today?" he demanded. "It's a double fucking bedroom. There's another bathroom and more little 
shampoos on the other side. Christ" Izzy blinked and shook his head slowly. What the fuck was wrong with him 
today? Was he finally going into shock over this whole thing? 


"l. guess | will then," he said numbly, staring at the bathtub drain as the suds from Axl's hair swirled down it. 
That must be it. Shock. It happened to everyone, didn't it? Well, not Slash because he had more important 
things to worry about, and not Axl because.. well, because he was Axl and that, really, was an excuse for any 


number of things. Duff had been in shock but Slash's condition ended that. They all had other things to worry 


about, except for him. Initially, he'd been in charge, sure, but it seemed that wasn't really required anymore. 


"Go on, space cadet," Axl said, and Izzy was mildly surprised that there was no sharpness in his tone. Axl 
generally didn't tolerate idiocy very well, and Izzy knew he was being a complete ass. "You'll feel a million times 
better, | swear." He rose and grabbed a towel to dry off with, and Izzy took his place. His shirt joined Axl's on 


the floor after a moment's hesitation. He was the only one here with unresolved sexual tension issues, so what 


did it matter if Axl saw him shirtless? 


The chill of the water stole his breath at first, and he made a little protesting noise. He probably would have 
jerked back, but a soft hand pressed against the nape of his neck and held his head under the water gently. It 


took a moment for him to realize it was Axl, and a tingle shot down his spine. "Billy, what-?" 


"Dude, you're starting to freak out," Axl said gently. His hands shifted to work through Izzy's thick hair, fingers 
massaging his scalp expertly. "Its a lot to cope with. | mean, hell, we just did the amazing fucking tightrope walk 
along a two foot ledge from six stories up!" Izzy shuddered at the memory. The actual walk hadn't been so 
bad, but that one moment where Axl had teetered wildly, mouth open like he wanted to scream and just 
couldn't find his voice.. That would fucking haunt him for the rest of his life. 


Im okay," Izzy protested, knowing that Axl wouldn't believe him and knowing too that it was expected of him. 
Wasn't he supposed to be the strong, sane one? What a fucking laugh that was turning out to be. Axl's fingers 
dug into his scalp one last time, then detangled from his hair. There was a brief scuffle behind him and then 
the hands returned, slick with shampoo. 


"You're not, and that's okay," Axl said. Since when was he the voice of reason? It was all too fucking weird for 
Izzy, so he just shut up and let Axl talk. "Dude, you've been fucking holding us together for the past week. It's 
your turn to freak out a little. Don't feel bad about it; we're all big boys here and we know you're not perfect.” 
Izzy laughed softly. 


"Youre freaking me out, Billy. What's up with the psychiatrist routine all of a sudden?" The fingers in his hair 
tightened playfully, tugging, and there was an answering tightness in his groin. Stupid Axl. 


"Shut up, man," Axl laughed. "I almost died on that fucking ledge. | think I'm entitled to a moment of maturity, 
don't you?" Izzy shook his head, grinning impishly, and Axl shoved his head under the faucet again. "Shut up! 
God, you're such a dick! See if | ever try to be an understanding friend again!" 


The sound of Axl's laughter was mostly lost in the roar of the water, but Izzy could imagine it well enough 
anyway. He'd always loved the way Axl laughed, like there was something brilliantly funny going on and only he 
was privy to it. He wanted to pull away from Axl's hands, tug his head out from under the water and twist 


around to watch. Axl was beautiful when he smiled. Axl was always beautiful... 


"And you're done!" Axl crowed, releasing Izzy. A towel thumped down across his head and, smiling, lzzy 
scrubbed his hair into a state of dampness. Axl was right, he did feel a lot better, almost like he'd washed the 
past few days away and could start all over again Sighing, he twisted around, towel draped over his shoulders, 
back pressing against the cold porcelain of the tub. 


"So... how come you never went crazy?" he asked. A puzzled look flitted across Axl's face and then he laughed. 


"You mean how come | never turned into a twitching ball of nerves?" Izzy nodded, grinning sheepishly. Of 


course that's what he'd meant. They'd all had their moments of craziness, but Axl had remained relatively 


together throughout the ordeal. "Well. | guess because | knew you'd take care of us." 


There was a long silence between them, Izzy astonished into muteness and Axl flushing in embarrassment. He 
never would have said something like that two weeks ago, and both of them knew it, but something had 
changed. It wasn't that they were fighting for their lives, or even that they'd been deprived of all other 
company. It was something more fundamental, something Izzy couldn't quite put his finger on yet. Still, he didn't 


have to know what it was called to recognize it, and a slow smile crept across his face. 


"That's... really sweet, man" Axl's face darkened immediately, and Izzy held up his hands, palms out. "No, | 
wasn't making fun, | swear! Its just.. | don't know." There must have been something in his voice, because Axl 


relaxed into a sheepish smile. 


"Sorry. Shits weird, you know?" Izzy nodded, strands of dark hair sticking to his face whenever he moved. He 
couldn't keep focusing on Axl's face, more open and vulnerable now than he'd seen it in years. It brought up too 
many old feelings and set his stomach to churning and cramping uncomfortably. "| guess that was my lame 


way of saying thanks." 


"Don't thank me now, Billy," Izzy answered softly, eyes resting on his clasped hands. "It's not over yet." There 
was an impatient snort from Axl and Izzy almost smiled. He knew exactly what Axl was thinking. God, Jeff; why 
do you always have fo be such a fucking downer? He'd never thought of himself as a downer, just a realist, but 
he fully understood that realism had no place in Axl's world. 


"Oh for fuck's sake," Axl said, exasperated and fond. "Jeff, if it wasn't for you we'd all be toast already. Maybe 
it isn't over yet, but its a lot farther than we would have gotten on our own, so quit selling yourself short" 
There was a short pause, and then Axl's slender hand was cupping his cheek, guiding his head up. "C'mon, man, 


look at me. You've done good." 


Izzy resisted at first, knowing that when he looked up he'd be totally helpless against the inevitable. He didn't 
want to ruin this fragile, tender moment between the two of them, but Axl kept pushing and goddamnit why 
not now? He might never get another chance again, and if he was going to get devoured alive by crazed 
cannibal monsters he wanted to die knowing that he'd fulfilled a childhood dream. 


It all happened so fast he barely had time to register the individual movements, much less their culmination. 
He lifted his face. He leaned closer. Axl's lips parted, either to speak again or somehow anticipating what Izzy 
wanted. He liked the latter explanation best, but there was no time to dwell on it. His mouth met Axl's, tongue 
slipping past his lips, tasting shallowly. It would all be over in a second, he knew, but god.. 


There was no thunderclap, no fireworks, not even a little trumpet fanfare to announce his triumph. Somehow, 
in his imagination, this first kiss was always intensely special. It was amazing, passionate, everything that a kiss 
was supposed to be. It was like the fucking Princess Bride, leaving all other kisses in the dust with the purity of 
its need. The actual act was nothing like that, of course. It was tentative and hesitant, neither of them sure 
what was going on but both unwilling to stop. The only purity involved was in the semi-chaste fumbling of 
their tongues, and the only sound was Axl's breathless little sigh. 


It was perfect. 


"Sorry," Izzy murmured, pulling back a little, every inch of his skin tingling with fear and arousal. Slowly, Axl's 
vivid eyes opened, and slowly, he shook his head. 


"Don't you fucking say a word," he warned. Izzy started to shrink back, disappointment growing like a boulder in 
his stomach, and then Axl was in his lap, cupping his face and kissing him again. They were short, sharp little 
kisses, all teeth and desperation, and Izzy responded in kind, cock growing achingly hard inside his dirty jeans. 


He breathed Axl's name between kisses, his real name. Billy, as his hands tangled in Axl's damp hair. Billy, as 
their bare chests pressed tight together. Billy and Billy and Bily, rising in pitch till he was keening desperately, 
lost in the wave of heated, confused motion Part of him understood that it was a horrible idea, but after so 


many years... 


And before he could get a hold of himself, before he could fully register what was finally happening, it was all 
over. A sharp knock on the door, Axl falling back, and Izzy's little living dream crumbled like a sandcastle. Axl's 
eyes were wide and frightened and confused and Izzy knew that it wouldn't happen again, not any time soon 
He'd had the moment and lost it, lost it to a rapping at the door and a soft, terrified voice from outside the 
bathroom. 


"Guys? Izzy? | think you should come out here, man. There's something in the closet... 


Lean Your Head Over 


Author's Notes: 
Um, | feel really guilty about this chapter. If you want to lynch me, | won't blame you. 


The two lines of lyrics towards the end are from a traditional Irish lullaby, The Connemara Cradle Song. 


RRR 


Duff knew what they'd been doing as soon as they stepped out of the bathroom. He could tell by Izzy's pallid 
face, by those two spots of hectic color high in his cheekbones. He could tell by the way Axl hid behind his 

hair, and by the way his lips seemed swollen and red. They were probably pissed at him for interrupting, but 
he needed them. Whatever it was in the closet - and he doubted it was a thing, but you could never be too 
cautious - he didn't want to take care of it himself, and Slash had told him stories about how Axl was like a 


berserker with the things. That was what Duff wanted. 


"We were just.. in there," he said, backing towards the other room. He hadn't wanted to leave Slash. Oh god, all 
alone in that room with something in the closet like a horror movie, and him barely able to sit up on his own? 
It turned Duff's bones to jelly just thinking about it. But someone had to go and someone had to stay, so he'd 


run to the bathroom and disrupted and Axl and Axl's sour scowl could just go fuck themselves. 


"Slash is awake?" Izzy asked, and Duff nodded slightly. Yeah, Slash was awake, if you could call it that. Duff 
preferred to call it ‘conscious’. It conveyed the right meaning without actually implying that Slash was fully 


aware of his surroundings. 


"Kinda. | was trying to get him to sleep again" He'd been singing softly, something that Slash loved and hated. 
Said it reminded him of his mom and made him feel like a baby, but it put him to sleep and he never had 
nightmares when Duff sang him to sleep. "You know, the one song. About the fishing and boats and stuff" Izzy 
glanced at him impatiently and Duff shrugged. Sometimes the things he considered relevant were just 


unimportant background knowledge for other people. Whatever. 


"But you heard something in the closet?" Izzy pressed, and Duff nodded. He'd just gotten to the second verse, 
about the wind and the islands and lost loved ones, and there'd been a soft little scratching from inside the 
closet. It hadn't sounded like one of the monsters. Really, itd seemed a little wistful to him, almost like there 


was something in there that was listening, something that wanted to crawl out and join Slash in his arms. 


"| don't think it's one of the things," he said mildly as they entered the room. Slash was sitting up and Duff 


immediately crossed the room to sit next to him, arms circling his thin shoulders. "Dude, you should be 


resting. You're still not okay and the balancing and all." 


‘lm fine," Slash muttered, pushing him away impatiently. Duff bore it calmly, knowing that it was just Slash's 
way. He didn't fault his friend for being snappish and undemonstrative; people couldn't help how they were, and 
he loved Slash anyway. "Besides, you don't expect me to fucking curl up in bed when there's something in the 
fucking closet, do you?" 


"| really don't think it's a thing," Duff repeated, turning his gaze to the closet door. It was easier for him to 
call them ‘things' because that way he didn't have to think about what they really were. If he thought about 
what they really were, he'd probably lose his mind and then who would take care of Slash? Not Axl. Not Izzy. 
So practicality insisted and he called them things and kind of filed them away in the same category as serial 
killers and rabid dogs and poisonous spiders. They were dangerous and scary and to be avoided at all costs but, 


ultimately, not human and therefore unworthy of sympathy or mercy. 


"Yeah, well. Better safe than sorry," Izzy murmured, glancing around for a weapon. They'd lost nearly 
everything in their flight from the original hotel room, including the bat and the hammer. All that was left now 
was the hotplate that they cooked food on, and Duff was certain that Izzy wouldn't use that to clobber a 
thing. Who knew what kind of disgusting infections they had? Duff had seen a set of hungry teeth close up, 
had smelled the thing's rotten breath. He knew that once they got their filth into your blood it was all over. 


There was no sucking out poison like that. 


Axl glanced towards a table and Duff was sure that he would start kicking and pounding at it the way he had 
before, when he'd made his first club, but Izzy held up a hand and crouched close to the closet door, obviously 
listening. He stood like that for a full minute, dark eyes flickering, and Duff smiled approvingly. He was listening 
for breathing! Of course! He should have thought of that himself, but he'd been so concerned for poor Slash, 
all stretched out and weak on the thin hotel mattress. It hadn't even occurred to him to call out to whatever 


was in there. Hell, it might even be a puppy or something. 


Izzy stepped back and nodded slowly, a little more relaxed than he had been "I think | can hear something 
breathing in there," he whispered. His eyes roved around the room, resting on each of them in turn, but only 
for a second on Axl. Something must have gone wrong for them, poor bastards. Duff bit his lower lip in 
concern. "I'm gonna open the door and jump back, and | want you guys to be ready for anything, okay? It might 
be nothing, but we should be careful anyway." 


"What do we do if it is a zo-" Axl paused, then started again "If it's one of the boogiemen?" Izzy smiled thinly 
at the word and shrugged. 


"I think if it is one of them, our best bet is for you to lure it into the other room and get it over by the 
window so that | can shove it out" It was risky, but Duff supposed it was their best bet at this point. The 
hole in the window hadn't been repaired yet, and the things were, according to the guys, incredibly strong but 
almost laughably slow. Axl should be able to avoid it. He was small and quick, wasn't he? Slash's fingers clamped 
around his, and Duff looked over at him serenely. 


"Right, then," Axl muttered, rubbing his hands together. Duff felt a short, sympathetic pang of panic as Izzy 
reached for the door, but he pushed it down. Now was a bad time to freak out. He'd have plenty of time for it 
later, when Slash was asleep and he was staring up at the ceiling, afraid to dream of the chomping, horrible 
jaws of the bellboy he'd killed For now, he had to be calm and clear-headed and ready to do what had to be 
done if things went horribly wrong. 


Izzy's fingers closed on the doorknob, clenched till his knuckles were white, then twisted hard. The door flung 
open with a loud clatter and Duff, in spite of his resolve to stay calm, shrank back a little, sucking in a breath 
and holding it. Slash did the same, and Axl tensed, ready to draw the thing's attention. When nothing came out 


of the closet, thing or otherwise, there was a long moment of puzzled silence. 


"Um." All eyes turned to Duff and he flushed sheepishly. "Maybe | was imagining it?" Izzy started to shake his 
head, but Axl shrugged and nodded. 


"Yeah, you probably were." Duff bristled at the tone of his voice. Sometimes Axl irritated him beyond 
toleration, although he was usually very calm about it and simply removed himself from the confrontation 
That wasn't much of an option here, and the fact that Axl was agreeing with him only made the superior edge 


of his words that much more annoying. 


"He wasn't," Slash broke in, voice raspy and tired. Duff looked over at him, brow furrowed. Slash really ought 
to be asleep; he'd had a very long week and a longer day. They should all be asleep, not clustering around a 
closet wondering what lay in the dark depths. Narnia! Come in, little boy, would you like some Turkish delight? Duff 
smiled faintly. "| heard it too. There's something in there." 


"Well, why don't you stick your hand in and find it, then?" Axl snapped. Duff had to remind himself that 
something bad happened between Axl and Izzy, something that had clearly put Axl on edge. It was the only 
thing that kept him from snapping back. 


"Billy!" Izzy fixed Axl with a fierce glare, and Duff was sure that this would turn into a fight. It would turn into 
something that neither he nor Slash needed to see, but would probably bear witness to nonetheless. He started 
to turn his face away, intending to block out the angry words threatening to spill out of Izzy's mouth, when 
Slash's hand clamped tight on his own. 


"I saw it," he hissed, and everyone fell silent again. All eyes shifted focus again, staring at the closet as though 
to tempt out whatever rested inside. There was another soft rustling, and Duff saw a flash of what might 
have been skin, shaded gray in the dimness. So there was something in there! He hadn't been wrong after all 


"Whatever you are," Izzy intoned, tense again, eyes flicking up to catch Axl's gaze. Axl nodded minutely, ready 
to run at the slightest provocation. "You'd better come on out of there. We've got guns and we're not above 
blowing the hell out of a closet." It was a terrible bluff, but whatever was in there evidently bought it. There 
was a long silence, the kind that seemed to catch in Duff's eardrums and tug them in opposite directions, the 
kind that made him want to laugh and shout just to fucking break it. He almost thought he'd have to, and then 


the closet creature emerged. 


They all stared in shock, and Axl actually collapsed to the floor with a thud, legs giving out in what Duff 
assumed was relief. Izzy uttered a low curse, but those were the only words spoken for at least a minute as 


the four men gazed worderingly at the skinny apparition that'd crawled out of the closet. 


Duff couldn't honestly say one way or another whether it was a boy or girl, but it was definitely a child, and a 
living one at that. Big gray eyes darted back and forth, judging each one of them and evidently finding them 
sufficiently unthreatening. The child's hair had been hacked back clumsily so that it lay in short, bristling 
clumps along his or her scalp. It looked to Duff as though the child had done it in response to something, some 
horrible knowledge, and the thought made him shiver in sympathy. His eyes drifted lower, taking in the dark 
circles under wide eyes, the malnourished little body, the rumpled clothes, the chipped nail polish. Nail polish? 
Well, then... 


"Hey, sweetie," he said. Everyone started and twisted to look at him, but he focused on the little girl. God only 
knew how long she'd been in there and what sorts of things she'd seen. He pitched his voice into a lower, more 
comforting register, the kind of voice he used to talk to scared dogs and his siblings’ kids and Slash when he 
was in a temper. The girl responded to the kindness by edging further out of the closet. "C'mon, you can come 
out. We aren't gonna hurt you. What's your name?" 


But the girl didn't answer, only stared at him the way a drunk with the DTs will stare at a bottle of whiskey 
just out of his reach. Either she couldn't talk or she didn't want to, and Duff was willing to lay money on the 
former. He'd heard of people who got shocks so bad that they just clammed up and never said another word. 


By the looks of this little girl, she'd had enough trauma to shut up ten men. 


"Okay, honey, how about we think of something to call you then?" he continued. His vision had narrowed to the 
girl and only the girl. Vaguely, he was aware of Slash beside him and of Izzy and Axl flanking the child. She only 
had eyes for him, though, and his full attention was reserved for her. Maybe it was stupid, but he felt a kind 
of kinship with the poor little thing. She reminded him very strongly of one of his nieces, was probably even 
the same age, and for that reason only he would have felt compelled to help her. 


The little girl nodded slowly and Duff smiled. Thank god! She at least understood was he was saying to her and 
was capable of responding. And how much easier it was that she would let him pick a new name for her! They 
might have spent all day picking through names to find her real one. Besides, this way it would make her 
theirs. Or.. his, he supposed, because none of the other guys seemed interested in jumping in. That was fine. 


He'd be a good surrogate uncle. 


"Um, let's call you.. Grace." He smiled gently and the corners of her mouth twitched in response. It wasn't quite 
a smile, but it was better than nothing. At least the little girl had a spark left in her. "You like that name? 
Good. It's kind of a favorite of mine." With every word, she crawled a little closer, so he kept on talking. It was 
like socializing a feral kitten. All you had to do was talk soft and sweet and sit very still, and it would come 
right to you. "Whenever we sang Amazing Grace at Mass when | was a kid, | thought it was about some 


woman named Grace that was just the coolest fucking lady alive, you know?" 


His rambling little story was cut off by a soft mewling noise. At first, he was puzzled by it. It didn't quite 
sound like a cat, but it certainly wasn't human. Then he realized that it was the girl - Grace now, not ‘the girl 
- and a shiver of pity ran through him. She really was like a feral kitten, reacting on instinct and crawling 
towards the only kind voice she'd heard in God knew how long. It broke his heart, but he managed to keep the 


smile on and even hold out a hand. 


"What's wrong, Gracie?" he murmured, and Slash shifted uneasily beside him. Of course Slash wouldn't like this. 
Neither would Axl, and he supposed he could see why. A little girl would slow them down, hamper their ability 
to move around, to find Steven and get the fuck out of the city. They didn't matter, though. The only one who 
mattered was Izzy, and Duff saw pained sympathy in his dark eyes. The girl would stay. Gracie would stay. 


Grace scurried forward a little more, casting a quick mistrustful glance at Slash before reaching into her 
baggy shirt and pulling something out. Initially, Duff thought it was just a necklace and that she wanted him to 
see it. He cooed and leaned forward obediently, all ready to admire the trinket. When he got closer to it, 
actually looked at it, he understood the mewing sound she'd made. It wasn't just a pretty necklace, it was a 
delicate little rosary made out of rose quartz and gold, the perfect size for a child's fingers and obviously 


very special to her. 


"Oh," he breathed, running his thumb across the clever little crucifix and smiling faintly. "You're Catholic, aren't 
you?" Grace moved her head in what might have been a nod, and Duff relaxed a little further. She must have 
seized on what he'd said about Mass and... yes, he could see it in her eyes, that pathetic relief that finally she 
had someone who understood, someone who would take care of her. No matter that he hadn't been to Mass in 
a month of Sundays, and no matter that he just barely remembered how to say a Hail Mary, let alone an 
entire rosary. He could remember, if only for the sake of this poor little lost child. 


"Come here, sweetie," he said, holding out his arms. There was no hesitation on Grace's part now; she climbed 
into his lap and curled against his chest as though she was his own daughter. Duff had never been more willing 


to assume another role than he was right at that second. "Are you hungry? Izzy makes a mean corned beef 


hash..." 


Axl was opening his mouth to protest when there was another soft scrabbling noise, this time from the 
opposite side of the room. As one, they turned, and Duff might have laughed if not for the extreme 
surrealness of the situation First a little girl locked in a closet and now this? It seemed to be coming from the 
heavy dresser pushed against the far wall, and was almost relentlessly steady. A puppy maybe? Or a baby, 


Grace's younger brother or sister. 


"Stay here, sweetie," Duff said, standing and setting the little girl down. She cried out in protest and wound her 
fingers in his shirt, but he brushed them away easily. "It's okay, Gracie, lim not going far. Just over there to 

let them out too." There was a wild fear in her big gray eyes, and Duff's heart broke a little more. Poor thing, 
abandoned by her folks and left to live in a dark closet for who knew how long. No wonder she was terrified. "| 


won't even leave the room, honey, | promise." 


"Dude, be careful," Izzy cautioned as Duff picked his way through the mess of utensils and canned food that 


they'd scattered across the floor. Duff nodded and waved a hand at Izzy, smiling softly. He'd be fine and was, in 
fact, looking forward to finding another kid in the dresser. He still hadn't quite gotten past the point of thinking 
of all of this as a huge game, and games were always more fun with kids around. He barely even noticed Axl 


falling into step behind him, tensed for a confrontation. 


"IFs fine, Iz," he said, reaching down and tugging open the heavy double doors of the dresser. "It's probably just 
Grace's brother or sister or something.” Crouching, he peered into the darkness and smiled. There was 
something in there, small and round and white, probably a little toddler. It didnt occur to him to wonder why, if 
there was a baby in the dresser, there had been no terrified crying. He was too caught up in the idea of being 
a hero, of rescuing the orphaned babies and finding Steven and getting the hell out of Dodge, and he extended a 
hand to coax the child out. 


By the time the baby crawled into the light, revealing dead eyes and greenish skin, it was too late to jerk back. 
Even if he hadn't frozen in horror, captivated by the jerky movements and slack, stupid jaw of the hideous 
mockery coming towards him, even if he had yanked his hand away the instant he noticed something was 
wrong, it wouldn't have been enough. Tiny, slimy teeth sank deep into the first three fingers of his left hand, 


past skin and muscle and tendon to grate hideously against bone. 


The shriek that ripped from his lips was animal in its terror, and he snatched his hand away from the dresser 
with enough force to dislodge the monstrous baby. Dimly, he heard the others crying out behind him, in terror 
and pain and fury. Something bright flashed by his face (Axis hair) and the grotesquely silent baby was 
snatched up, flung against the wall. Duff heard it land with a sickening thud, and then his attention turned to 
his hand. 


He wasn't aware of turning but he must have because there were splatters of red in a little arc around him 
(oh god, blood, blood, fucking blood everywhere) and he was facing the others. Facing Izzy's pale, shocked face 
and Grace's tear-streaked, terror-twisted one. Facing Slash, whose own animal cries of disbelief cut through 
Duff's brain like a knife through jelly. He had to do something, had to do it quick. The poison was seeping up into 
his blood, hot and heavy and septic, and if he didn't stop it, he'd be one of them. He'd be a monstrosity, a 
filthy flesh eater. He'd be dead. 


It came to him in a bright burst of clarity, and he wondered that he'd been so stupid before. He'd wasted too 
much time already, but it could still be done. Here were all the tools he'd need, right at his fingertips, and no 
one to stop him, though he could see in Axl's green eyes that Axl knew. Oh, Axl knew all right, and he was 
lunging forward, trying to stop him. Too late! Oh, too late, and the knife blade glittered as it swung down, like 
the fish in the song he'd been singing for Slash. 


(silver the herring and silver the sea and soon there'll be siver for baby and me) 


Duff uttered another little shriek as he dropped the knife and hugged his hand to his chest. At least it had 
been a sharp one; the cuts were clean and smooth, and itd only taken the one swing. Blood poured more 
liberally from his hand now, but he understood that he had to let it drain, had to let all the poison flow out of 
his system, so he tipped the hand down and bit his lips and shut out the cacophony of noise that surrounded 


him. 


Someone tried to push a towel against his wounds (zy, poor zy) and he shoved it away. Let it bleed, at first 
and then, when they wouldn't listen, he shouted. LET IT BLEED. Arms circled his shoulders, pulled him close 
against a bare chest that smelled of sour sweat and nightmares. (dont worry, Saul, | can still take care of you) 
Slash rocked him slowly, moaning like a wounded animal and smoothing his hair compulsively. Dimly, Duff 
understood why, but it seemed like even the pain was receding now. Everything would be all right! The poison 
was slow and he'd stopped it before it'd gotten to his brain. He would live. 


"Michael," someone sobbed, and after a moment he realized it was Slash. Slash never called him Michael, never 
ever unless it was some kind of special occasion (oh god, oh Michael, fuck yes, come for me, Michael, please) and 
he was sure that this wasn't a special occasion. "Michael, Jesus! Look at you! Fuck." And since Duff always 
listened when Slash told him to do something (oh, he loved his Saul, loved him so much it hurt sometimes) his 
head tilted down and he stared at his hand. 


It was a mess, bloody and hacked and hardly recognizable as a hand at all. Thumb and pinky were still intact, 
but the rest of the fingers were gone, sliced cleanly away by the silver knife blade, severed to save his life. A 
burbling laugh fought its way free of his throat, and he held up the mangled limb so everyone could see. "Look 
ma," he whispered. "No fingers!" 


It was hysterically funny to him, but Slash just moaned again and clutched him tighter, and from the other 
side of the room he could hear Izzy retching. It wasn't as bad as all that, really. The blood was clotting! He was 
alive! That was what really counted. He was still alive and he could still go searching for Steven and take care 


of (his Saul) Slash and the little girl, Gracie, who he'd already starting thinking of as his own. 


"C'mon," he chided, wavering a little. Ooh, he was tired. He'd have to sleep very soon. Hadn't it been a very big 
day for him? "C'mon, it's not that b.. bad." The words didn't want to come; it felt as though his lips had turned 


to rubber, which was a funny thing to think, and he laughed. "So I'll never pl.. never play piano again. S-so?" 


And with that one little harmless cliché, it all came tumbling down. He was alive, yes, but mutilated. Horribly 
mutilated, and no fucking wonder Slash was crying. Fuck the piano! He'd never play anything again. Never play 


bass, never play guitar, never play piano, never play drums, never never never never.. 
Just after he stopped screaming, and just before he passed out, Duff thought he heard the wind blowing. 
Truly, though, it was only Slash's breath against his ear, singing in a rough voice the very same song that he'd 


been singing earlier. 


Hear the wind blow, love, hear the wind blow, lean your head over and hear the wind blow: 


Interlude |: Flesh And Blood 
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Slash had been through a lot in his life. He tried not to focus too much on that, tried to think positive, or at 
least not wallow in misery. Sometimes he needed help; booze, drugs, sex, music, whatever it took. Still, he'd 
managed so far not to lose his mind, not to fall into a complete downward spiral of indulgence and hedonism. 
Not that he had much of an option anymore, but he liked to think that he would have pulled himself out of the 
hole before he hit bottom, apocalypse or not. 


Right at this second, though, he wished he'd never quit. He wished he'd stormed out of that fucking room, 
cooked up a dose, and killed himself with it. If he was lying dead on the floor, he wouldn't have to deal with this. 
He wouldn't have to be sitting here in the fucking bathroom, ass going numb from perching on the toilet, eyes 
watering with exhaustion. Izzy'd tried to coax him out, tried to talk him into sleeping, but he refused to leave. 
Not while Duff was still knocked out. When he came out of the bathroom, it would be with his Michael in tow 


or not at all. 


His eyes flickered shut for a moment, but a moment was all it took, and he spiraled into feverish dreams 
almost at once. Bits and snippets of the past twenty-four hours; Duff swinging the knife down, crimson all over 
the carpet and him screaming at Izzy to let it bleed, just fucking let it bleed. Then passing out in Slash's arms, 
showing the whites of his eyes before he went limp enough for them to carry. Axl had found a bottle of 
antibiotic crap in the bathroom first aid kit and they'd emptied the entire fucking thing into a tub of cool 
water, then dumped Duff in. 


A little noise snapped Slash out of his fitful slumber, and his eyes turned immediately, hopefully, to Duff. He 
lay as still as he had before, pale as death but still breathing. As long as that hand didn't get infected, he'd be 
all right. Izzy reasoned that if Duff was going to turn into one of the creatures, he would have started 
showing signs of having the flu by now. After all, that's what the authorities had suspected at first. Some kind 
of goddamn superflu. Slash snorted and rubbed a hand across his face, twisting around to seek out the source 


of the noise. 


The closet kid was crouched there in the doorway, peering up at him with big, luminous eyes. He just stared at 
her for a minute, too foggy in the brain to figure out what the fuck she wanted. If he could have mustered 
the energy, he would've shooed her away like a fly. This was As vigil, his Duff. But he was exhausted, physically 


and emotionally, and the girl took his silence as an invitation. 


She crawled right up to the tub, put her hands on the edge. Slash wanted to slap her away, wanted to cuss 
her up one side and down the other. Maybe in another lifetime he would have. He just couldn't summon the ire 
right now. It seemed like such a waste to chase some kid out of the bathroom so that he could mope alone. 


She was obviously pretty upset about Duff too, mewing and shivering like a scared kitten. 


"IFs okay," he murmured, surprising both of them. She turned to look at him, face all pale and pointed, and 
Slash could see that she'd been a pretty kid before whatever bullshit she'd endured. He managed what he 
hoped was an encouraging smile. "He'll be fine, don't you worry. Mike's tougher than he looks." God only knew if 
that was so, but Slash suspected that there was more truth to his words than even he realized. 


The little girl nodded slowly and reached up, pulling something off from around her neck and holding it out to 
him. Frowning, Slash took the proffered necklace and gazed blankly at it. "What's this? It's, um, pretty.” The 
little girl reached up and carefully folded his fingers around the necklace, her tiny, pale hands a jarring 


contrast to his own rough, dark ones. She mimed bending her head over, and Slash understood. 


"Oh! Oh, no, kid." He carefully unfolded his fingers and tried to pass the necklace back. "No, I'm not Catholic. | 
don't know what to do with this thing." She pushed it back at him, jaw jutting stubbornly, and he frowned. 
"Seriously. I'm a Jew. What, you want me to prove it?" His train of thought derailed there because there really 
wasn't any way for him to prove it. Not that she was even listening anyway. She just kept shoving that fucking 


cross at him and making her weird little incoherent noises. 
"Look, kid, fuck off, okay!" he yelled. "I don't fucking have time for-" 


He stopped short, head whipping around. Was that..? Had he really heard..? It felt like his heart was about to 
burst out of his chest, worse than when he'd had the shakes, worse than when he'd been hallucinating, worse 
even than when Axl had nearly toppled off the building. The little girl was looking down too, two pair of eyes 
focused intently on the man in the tub. Slash was so convinced that he'd imagined the little gasping croak that 
he nearly fell backwards off the toilet when Duff peeled an eye open. 


"Oh god.." His knees hit the bathroom tile with a loud crack and he resisted the urge to clamber into the tub 
with Duff. "Michael, baby.." Duff's lips curled up in a weary smile and his good hand flopped up out of the 
water. Slash grasped it instantly, thick fingers stroking tenderly along Duff's wet, white skin 


"Like it when you call me that," Duff murmured. His fingers curled weakly, as though trying to stroke back, and 
Slash nearly burst into tears. It was just too fucking much. Too much for one day, too much for one week, too 


much for one goddamn lifetime. "Aww, no.. don't be sad, Saul." 


‘lm not sad, baby, | swear. l'm just.. fucking tired and glad you're alive.." He bowed his head, pressing Duff's 
fingers against his lips and trembling slightly. A tiny hand brushed his shoulder, and he glanced over. The girl 
was still crouched there, big eyed and lonesome, and he felt a sudden rush of sympathy for her. Here he was 
weeping like a fucking girl over Duff and she'd lost her entire family. 


"Cmere," he murmured, holding out his arm. She was nestled against his side in an instant, pressing her face 
against his chest, one little hand resting on Duff's arm. He almost laughed; they had to look like the weirdest 
fucking family on the face of the planet. But hell, he supposed as long as they were all alive, nothing else really 
mattered. 


Interlude 2: A Little At A Time 
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It had been a long time since he'd thought of Izzy that way. After arriving in LA, he'd tried so hard to banish 
the specters of his past life that he'd forbidden himself to remember much of anything at all. He still called 
Izzy by his real name on occasion, when he slipped up and forgot, or when he was feeling particularly 
vulnerable. But that was a slip of the tongue, nothing more. In Axl's mind, it was always Izzy. Always Izzy and 


Axl, never Jeff and Billy. Never until now. 


His hand was bright against Izzy's scalp, pale and thin and crisscrossed with little scratches. Some of them he'd 
made himself, some had happened on their little ledge walk Most of them were just sort of there, tiny red 
marks that seemed to glow against his skin, mysterious and welcome. They reminded him that there was stil 


blood flowing in his veins, that no matter how many horrible things happened, he and the guys were still alive. 


He liked the way his hand looked on Izzy's head, fingers winding through thick hair, grasping on to the only thing 
that was real in his world anymore. Even Slash and Duff had taken on a surrealistic quality, as though they 
were merely cardboard cutouts in a never-ending parade of grotesque horrors, swept along in the macabre 


tide that had become their world. Only lzzy was three dimensional anymore. Only lzzy could shelter him. 


A spike of pleasure shivered up his stomach and he moaned, resting his head back against the wall and pushing 
his hips forward. He wished he could see Izzy's mouth, wished he could see his prick pressing past Izzy's 
swollen lips. That way, he could let himself feel guilty about this, whatever this was. lf he could see it he could 
burn it into his memory, could use it as fodder in another endless cycle of self-hatred. For the rest of his life, 
he could torment himself with the mental image of his cock disappearing down Izzy's throat while Duff lay 
dying in a bathtub and Slash kept vigil over him. 


This was his own sort of vigil, though, his own way of staying awake, of observing. Some people might call it a 
celebration of life in the darkest of hours. Axl called it his own self centered desires getting the best of him 
once again, but there was an element of ritual to it that he couldn't escape. When Izzy'd come to him, eyes 


burning with need, he hadn't even considered saying no. There was no escaping this, not now. Not tonight. 


"Jeff," he whispered, his first word since Izzy'd shoved him against the wall and dropped to his knees. Izzy 
shuddered under his hand and moaned, lips sliding further down Axl's shaft, encouraged by the sound of his 
name. Axl cried out softly and was immediately ashamed. He shouldn't be enjoying this, not while one of his 


best friends was hovering on the verge of death. It seemed disloyal somehow, and yet he couldn't stop, didn't 
want to stop. 


Izzy echoed his moan, lips sliding faster along Axl's prick, up and down, in and out, his tongue flicking and 
stroking, trying to tease out an orgasm. It worked; Axl felt his climax building in his pelvis, a hot coil of base 
need and lust just waiting to explode. He gave a guttural little moan and yanked hard on Izzy's hair, slamming 


his hips forward. 


"Please, Jeff," he begged, and Izzy's teeth scraped along sensitive skin, a last ditch effort to drive Axl wild. 
With a muffled shriek, he came, spilling himself down Izzy's throat as sparks and ripples of ecstasy tore 
through his body. It was obscene, but at that moment, he couldn't make himself care. All he was interested in 
was the way Izzy moaned, the way his throat closed around the head of Axt's prick, squeezing it gently as he 


swallowed. 


"F-fuck," Axl whispered, falling back against the wall. His knees were weak, threatening to give out at any 
second. All he wanted to do now was crawl into a corner and go to sleep, but Izzy was standing, panting softly 


and licking his lips. "God, Jeff, that was... 


And he trailed off, unable to finish, mesmerized by the look in Izzy's dark eyes. It was a look he was used to, 
awe and adoration as seen in the eyes of a hundred devoted groupies. There was something different about it 
this time, though, and not just the fact that it was coming from his best friend. Izzy's eyes had a possessive 
gleam in them, something fierce and final that was both exhilarating and terrifying. 


"Billy," he whispered, leaning in close. His lips were inches away, dark eyes half lidded in sleepy pleasure. Axl did 


the only thing he could do. He turned away. 


There was a moment of frozen silence and then Izzy backed off, leaving Axl cold and vulnerable against the 
wall. He lifted his gaze, forcing himself to focus on Izzy, wanting desperately to explain, but Izzy wasn't looking 
at him anymore. He was already halfway across the room, shoulders hunched, heading for the little nest of 


blankets he'd made for himself in the corner. 


Axl stared, heart pounding, then turned and shuffled over to his own bed, curling on his side in a tight little 
ball. He squeezed his eyes shut tight against the prickling, burning sensation that threatened to overwhelm him, 
telling himself that they weren't tears even as they leaked down his pale cheeks. 


Interlude 3: Time Changes Everything 
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"All quiet," came the whisper, and slowly a door creaked open, just enough to admit a slim figure. They'd been 
trying to fix that little squeal for days, but oil was hard to come by. Every day it got more and more 
dangerous to venture out into the city. It was like the monsters were actively hunting out all the remaining 
enclaves of humanity and wiping them out one by one. It was everyone's secret dread, but no one spoke the 


fear aloud, as if doing so would somehow give it power. 


"Didn't see anyone?" a girl asked, brushing dark hair off her forehead. She was only fifteen, the last surviving 


member of her family, and her brown eyes were by turns haunted and hard beyond her years. 


"Not a soul," he answered, reaching out and squeezing her shoulder gently. He'd gotten fond of her over the 
past couple of days; she never demanded anything of him, just sort of quietly offered comfort and accepted 
his reassurances, although neither of them really believed them. "Did Max and his make it back yet?" 


"Yeah, and they found a few crates of canned shit. Tomato soup, mostly, but there were some vegetables in 


there, too. Beans, | guess. Carrots." Something was bothering her. Usually, she wasn't half so vague as this. 


"Hey. Come on" He flashed her a winning smile, and a little bit of the light came back to her eyes. "Tell me 
what's going on, huh?" He settled on an empty crate and motioned for her to do the same. There were plenty 
of the bastards lying around; when their group had gotten too big for the roach motel they'd been stationed 
at, Max had gone scouting and hauled them all out to this abandoned warehouse. They were still in the process 
of sectioning it off, but so far it wasn't a bad place to live. 


"IFs just." She glanced at him, worried and frightened, probably paranoid that he would dismiss her fears as 
childish. After all he'd been through in the past few weeks, though, he wasn't really inclined to dismiss 
anything. "Max said that it looks like they're moving towards the docks. He says if they are, he doesn't know 
how we're gonna get down there and get a boat working again, and that we could be stuck here a lot longer 
than we'd planned. Steven, | don't wanna be stuck here. | hate it. There are no windows and no sun and the air 


is so fucking heavy, and | feel like I'm back in the car.." 


She trailed off into a broken sob, and Steven wrapped his arms around her, hugging her close. Anson and Dita 
had been the ones to find her, all curled up in the trunk of her parents‘ car and covered in her little sister's 
blood. Steven hadn't exactly been coherent when they'd brought her in, but he remembered rolling over and 
seeing her staring at the ceiling. He couldn't even imagine what it had been like. Hell, he considered himself lucky 


that he'd just had to endure withdrawal. 


"C'mon, Karen," he murmured, stroking her hair and rocking her like she was a baby. "You're stronger than 
this, kid. Don't let it get to you. We'll be out of here before you know it" It was so strange for him, being in 
the role of the big brother. Before, he'd always been the slacker, the fuck off guy who just went out and 
partied and left everyone else to make the big decisions. Waking up next to a dead hooker and then suffering 
withdrawal while undead hordes hammer at the door tends to change a guy, though. Steven was reasonably 


sure that he'd ended up the better for it. 


"| like to think so," she sighed, tucking her head up under his chin. "But I'm not sure. | just get this horrible 


feeling sometimes, like I'll never see the sun or watch a movie or listen to music or whatever." 


"Hey, what did | tell you about that?" Steven teased, leaning back and tapping her on the end of her freckled 


nose. That drew a grin out of the young girl, and she rolled her eyes. 


"I know, | know. Once we find your friends, I'll get a real fucking show." Steven winked at her and she shoved 


him gently on the shoulder. "It'd be much more exciting if you told me who your stupid band is." 


Steven just laughed at that and shook his head. He wasn't offended that Karen didn't recognize him. He was a 
lot paler and thinner than he used to be, and he'd hacked off all of his shaggy blonde hair. Besides, hiding 
behind the drum kit didn't really lead to wide recognition. And this way it'd be a million times more fun when 
she saw Axl and Slash walk through the door. There was no mistaking those two. "You know the rules," he 
chided. "You don't ask me about the guys and | don't sing Henry The Eighth at you all night." 


"You are such a jerk," Karen muttered, but Steven could tell that she felt better. Mission accomplished, then. 


Score one more for the new big bro. 


"Yeah, but l'm a hot sexy jerk who happens to be famous," he replied, standing and draping an arm around her 
shoulders. She made a gross-out face and he laughed happily. So what if she wasn't the guys? She was a good, 
bright kid, and he knew that once everyone else showed up, they'd love her just as much as he did. "C'mon, kid, 
let's go see if they've got that radio working yet..." 


Wayfaring Stranger 
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Izzy stared down at the porcelain tub, eyes stinging a little as he focused unblinkingly on the sterile whiteness 
of it. It was kind of comforting in a strange sort of way, he supposed, bringing to mind hospitals and antiseptic, 
cleanliness and safety. Lord knew there wasn't enough of that to go around lately, so he'd learned to draw his 


comfort where he could. 


He winced a little as his fingers squeezed together, and a wistful sigh escaped his lips as the first strands of 
black hair tumbled into the basin It was past time for them to be moving on; Duff had been on his feet for 

two days, pale and quiet, but steady enough that he could handle walking through the city provided they went 
slow. Izzy wasn't sure what had been keeping them in the room. Complacency, maybe. It was easy to make up 


excuses to stay in one place. Even Axl seemed to have lost his motivation 


Not that they'd looked at each other since that night. Izzy sighed again and chopped off another chunk of hair. 
The crunch of the scissors was a poor distraction, but he tried to focus on it instead of thinking about Axl. 
He'd been hoping that the feel of Axl against his tongue would fade, but instead it seemed to grow stronger 
every day, as though his body was demanding what he couldn't give. A bitter sneer twisted his thin lips and he 
hacked viciously at his hair. Had he thought that sucking Axl's dick would change things between them? Had he 
expected Axl to drop down and return the favor? Fucking stupid. 


He hadn't had much time to be hurt over the brief affair. A few hours after waking up, Duff had developed a 
fever, and they'd all huddled at the foot of the mattress, bound together in sick fear that they'd soon be 
dealing with a monster. Only the little girl, Grace, had seemed confident, she'd spent the entire time curled up 
next to Duff, face pressed to his side, scrawny arm around his waist to hold him as he shook and whimpered. 


Id lasted all night, and Izzy had collapsed out of exhaustion before the sun came up, but when he'd opened his 
eyes it was to the sight of Duff leaning back against Slash, happily eating watery soup and cradling his mangled 
hand against his chest. It was still hard for Izzy to look at that hand, but so far he hadn't really been forced 
to. Slash had been caring for Duff, wrapping and rewrapping the wounds, keeping them clean, feeding Duff, 
rocking him to sleep. Their roles had been reversed, but there didn't seem to be any bitterness on either side. 
In fact, Slash had gotten nicer over the past few days, considerate and quiet, as though he'd absorbed some 
part of Duff. 


The last hank of hair fell into the tub and Izzy set the scissors aside, reaching for a razor. He supposed both 


had belonged to Grace's mother, but it wasn't like the woman was around to scold him for using her shit, now 


was she? He almost felt bad for the uncharitable thought, but couldn't really summon enough contriteness to 


make a difference. He ducked his head under the water, lathered it with some shaving cream, and got started. 


It took him nearly an hour to get his head properly shaved, and he cut himself several times in the process. 
Still, when he leaned back from the tub, scalp stinging, he thought it a job well done. Until he looked in the 
mirror, and then he recoiled in shock. It wasn't that he hadn't looked in the mirror before now, it was just that 
all those other times, he hadn't really seen Now, staring at the unfamiliar face, he tried to puzzle out how 


this gaunt, fierce looking stranger had been born out of his own comfortable features. 


His cheeks were sunken and his eyes were slightly hollow, both from hunger and from lack of sleep, and 
neither feature was made better by the dark shadows that washed the planes and hollows of his face. He 
looked like a concentration camp victim, all skin and bones and huge haunted eyes. With his head shaved, he 
almost seemed dangerous, like the kind of guy you wouldn't want to meet in a dark alley. He didn't suppose the 
monsters cared about that sort of thing, but there was something gratifying about it nonetheless. 


Draping the towel around his shoulders, he emerged from the bathroom. Everyone but Axl looked up at him, 
and Slash face twisted in a grimace of exaggerated agony. Duff looked puzzled at first, then slowly grinned. 


"| like it," he declared, standing and padding over to Izzy. He was getting steadier every day, and his eyes 
showed no signs of lasting trauma It was almost as though he'd just cheerfully blocked out the memory of his 
self-inflicted mutilation. "It makes you look tough." 


"Or stupid" Slash's jaw jutted stubbornly as Duff's whole hand stroked across Izzy's scalp. He seemed to be 
the only dissenting vote; Grace was beaming up at him from a rest of pillows and blankets. Her narrow face 
had filled out some, so instead of looking like a malnourished doll, she was starting to resemble a little blonde 


owl. 


"He always looks stupid," Duff answered happily, jumping back a few steps and holding up his hand. Izzy made a 
face at him and turned away, mostly to keep his eyes from drifting to the other hand. Duff kept it cradled 
against his stomach or thrust into his pocket, as though trying to spare everyone the sight. 


Slash snorted and Izzy's attention drifted, a slight smile on his face as he half-listened to his friends 
squabbling like an old married couple. They'd been doing that a lot lately, just sniping at each other for the sake 
of sniping, and it still hadn't gotten old. It was kind of comforting, actually, a little reminder that some things 


would never change. 


And some things, unfortunately, would. Izzy's eyes settled on Axl and lingered there a moment, not wistful like 
they used to be. They were hungry now, possessive, and he could feel it eating a hole in his chest. Ever since 
that night he'd been consumed by the overwhelming need to touch Axl, to claim him and own him. It was 
obscene, he knew. He wasn't so far gone that he couldn't recognize unhealthy obsession, but what was he 
supposed to do about it? When Axl sat like that, coiled next to the window with all that bright hair falling 
around his white shoulders, back curved out gracefully, skin stretched too tight over slender bones like an 


unmarked canvas, save for the long, jagged cut between his shoulder blades. It would scar because they hadn't 


taken proper care of it; Izzy could already see the way the skin was healing strangely around the edges of it. 


Then Axl's head jerked up and Izzy's snapped to the side, mouth twisting bitterly. It was obvious he'd been 
staring, but Axl didn't seem to care. His eyes were wide and his mouth was twisting into an expression of grim 


horror. A second too late, Izzy understood. 


There were footsteps outside the door, muffled and steady, and he held out a hand to shush Slash and Duff. 
They fell silent, Slash with a scowl and Duff with a puzzled frown, but both expressions blended into tenseness 
as they heard the noises from the hall. There was more than one thing out there, Izzy decided. Four, maybe 
five judging from the different cadences. He couldn't be sure, of course, but he'd learned to trust his instincts. 
Fuck. He didn't want to have to clear them all out of this room before they were ready, but it looked like 
they'd be taking another ledge walk. 


Slowly, he slipped across the room, bare feet making no noise on the cheap carpet. Out of the corner of his 
eye, he saw Grace, poised to flee into Duff's arms at the slightest sign of conflict. It would be one less ally 
come a fight, but Izzy doubted Duff's capability in that department anyhow. Not only was he far too gentle to 
kill, he only had one hand with which to wield a weapon. No, he'd be better off keeping Grace safe and out of 
the fray. It would all work out. 


Izzy pressed his eye to the peephole and almost passed out. There were people out in the hall, actual honest to 
god living people. They were skinny and drawn, just like he was, but they were breathing and blinking and moving 
as though they had some purpose and, best of all, they were armed. Every single person out there, from the 
tall redheaded man to the short, freckled girl, carried some sort of firearm, and they handled them with the 


ease of people who knew what they were doing. 


His hand dropped to the doorknob, ignoring the muffled protest from Slash, then hesitated. What if they were 
bandits? It wasn't totally unreasonable to suppose that. What if they'd just come looking for supplies? They'd 
be able to shoot all of them in seconds, take what little was left of their food, and then move on their way. It 
was probably safest to just stay quiet and hope they didn't try to open the door. Then the redhead shifted 
and Izzy cried out sharply and flung open the door. 


Five guns snapped up, barrels trained unwaveringly on him, but he ignored them, flung himself into the hall. 
Before he was halfway out the door, a gun clattered to the ground, and Steven's arms were tight around his 
shoulders, clutching him close as the two of them laughed hysterically and pounded each other on the back. 
Izzy's knees were weak with relief and tears pricked his eyes as he clung to his friend. It was like coming home 


after years of being away, and he didn't know how to cope with it. 


He didn't have long to think about it; a heavy weight barreled into his back and long arms wrapped around both 
of them, lifting their feet off the floor. Duff crowed into his ear, babbling about how he knew it, he fucking 
knew that Steven wasn't dead, that they'd all be together again, and then it was just a mess. There was a 
clamor of voices as everyone tried to talk at once, Duff and Slash and Axl taking their turns clinging to Steven, 
wiping tears off their cheeks, calling him a son of a bitch and a bastard and stroking the short stubble that 


covered his scalp. 


Gradually, they all stepped back, all except for Duff who couldn't seem to stop alternately hugging Steven and 
holding him out at arm's length to stare at him. Izzy exchanged a grinning glance with Slash, who shook his 
head and rolled his eyes before focusing again on Duff as he bounced around Steven like an eager puppy. A 


skinny arm circled Izzy's waist and he turned, smiling, sure he would see Grace staring up at him with those 


big gray eyes. 


Instead, he saw green. Green and red and the palest white, and he recoiled a little, eyes widening in shock Axl 
pulled back as well, face twisting first in anger, then disgust as he clutched his arm to his side and sidled away. 
For a brief moment, Izzy felt guilty, but only for a brief moment. Axl didn't deserve any of his affection He'd 


proved that over and over, Izzy had just been too blind to see. 


"Look at you bastards!" Steven crowed, slapping Duff on the shoulder and finally managing to extricate himself 
from the bassists embrace. "Fuck, it's good to see you again | was half sure all of you were dead" There was 
a disgusted snort from Slash, and Steven flashed a bright grin. "We went to your old rooms and didn't find 
anything but a dead bellhop, some cigarette butts, and a bunch of busted furniture.’ 


"We had to go out the window," Duff explained eagerly. The horror of their flight seemed to have slipped 
completely out of his mind. Izzy wasn't sure whether he should be glad of that or worry over it. "They broke 
into our room and we had to climb out the window and walk on the ledge, and Slash almost fell because he was 
sick and Axl was telling us stories, and he kicked in the window so we could get into the other room." Duff's 
brown eyes turned to Axl, glowing with admiration "He did real well.” 


While everyone was distracted by Duff's rambling account of their misadventures, Izzy took a moment to 
study Steven. He'd changed, in more ways than just getting off the smack and cutting his hair. He seemed like 
the same cheerful slacker he'd always been, but if Izzy looked closer, there was a hardness around his mouth 


and a clarity in his eyes that was deeply unsettling. 


"And then we found a kid and her baby brother was. you know" Duff glanced uneasily towards the door, where 
Grace hovered and watched all the newcomers with an air of distrust. His voice lowered slightly and he leaned 
in to Steven. "He bit my fingers. | had to cut them off" There was a heavy silence, then Steven started to 
grin, expecting a tasteless joke. The expression died when Duff held up his bandaged hand. 


"Fuck me, man." Izzy's eyes narrowed, but Steven didn't retch. He didn't even really flinch, except as a pained 
acknowledgement of the loss Duff had suffered. Interesting. What had he seen that had turned him into such a 
different person? Izzy made a mental note to get Steven on his own as soon as possible to compare notes. "But 


hey, you're alive, right? That's what matters." 
Slash looked like he wanted to say something nasty, but before the words could leave his mouth, the freckled 
girl stepped forward. She could only have been around fourteen or fifteen, but there was a familiar haunted 


look around her dark eyes, and what had once been a smiling, playful face was drawn and wan. 


"| know you guys," she murmured, a little grin playing about her lips. Izzy saw, out of the corner of his eyes, 


Axl's eyes widen sharply. He was a little taken aback as well, he'd never expected to be recognized ever again 
Instead of bounding over to them and chattering wildly like most young girls did, she whirled on Steven. "You're 
in Guns N' Roses? That's so fucking cool!" 


"Karen!" Steven rubbed the back of his neck and shot them a sheepish grin. Izzy laughed softly, shaking his 
head a little. It was obvious that the girl thought very highly of him, and that he had just gone up drastically 


in her esteem. "I told you not to say fuck anymore. It doesn't make you sound cool-" 


"It makes me sound like a retarded parrot, | know." Slash snorted loudly, but the girl didn't seem to notice. She 
was staring happily at Steven, and Izzy's eyebrows rose slowly. He recognized puppy love when he saw it, and 


this kid had it bad How fucking cute. 


His eyes drifted, studying the other people in the group. There was the tall redheaded guy, who seemed to be 
in charge but also seemed totally content to let Steven have his say. He looked like a nice enough guy, late 
thirties or early forties maybe. Then there was the girl and Steven, and two others besides them, both young 
men in their early twenties. One had a sullen, dangerous face, as though he'd lash out at any second. The 


other, though. 


He had the same thin, drawn countenance as all the rest, but it seemed to suit him, as though his face was 
made for sharp lines and angles. It gave him a strangely androgynous, angelic beauty that was only accented 
by narrow shoulders and slender, compact hips. His clothes, too-large jeans that sagged around his hips and a 
pink woman's t-shirt, lent a vulnerable air to his already uncertain stance. There was something irresistible and 
unearthly about him, and Izzy was halfway across the hall before he even caught sight of what was sticking 


up over the young man's shoulder. 


"That's my guitar," he said softly, reaching out. His fingers brushed familiar pegs and he smiled a little when 
the kid twitched. 


"We found it in the room," he answered, almost defiant. Izzy's grin grew wider. "It was out of tune. You're lucky 


its not busted" 


"Thanks for picking it up, then" Izzy tried to keep his voice gracious, tried to keep himself from crowding into 
the man's personal space. It was hard, though. He was fucking beautiful. "lm Izzy." 


"| know who you are." There was a moment of silence, then the young man held out his hand. "I'm Scott. It's 
nice to meet you. Kinda fucked up, though." Izzy's lips quirked wryly and he shook Scotts hand. It was slender 
and cold, and he didn't want to let it go. 


"You were expecting to find us?" 


"| recognized Steven," Scott scoffed, sharp chin lifting haughtily. "I thought he'd just gotten lucky, though. It 
didn't seem very likely that you'd all survive." 


"You figured we were soft, huh?" There was a flash of guilt on Scotts face and Izzy knew he'd hit the nail on 
the head. It was a reasonable assumption, after all. He'd kind of expected at least one of them to bite it. Their 
continued survival still shocked him when he bothered to think about it. "It's cool, man. We are pretty fucking 


soft. But we're also mean and ugly." He winked. 


"You're not ugly." Scotts mouth snapped shut and bright spots of color showed on his cheeks. So that's how it 
was. Izzy wondered who the kid was interested in. Slash, probably, or maybe Axl. Well, he was shit out of luck 
on both counts. Izzy seriously doubted Slash would ever so much as look at someone that wasn't Duff ever 
again, and Axl was just a lost fucking cause. "Here, you probably want this back." He started to unshoulder the 
guitar, and Izzy held up a hand. 


"Hang on to it for me," he murmured, smiling a little at the flash of gratitude on Scott's face. "I've gotta look 


after these idiots for a bit longer.” 


"That's cool. Hey, when we get back" Scott hesitated, the color flooding back into his cheeks as his voice 
dropped to a whisper. "Would you mind playing for me some? Dean hasn't felt like it since Rob died, and I'm 
kinda starting to miss hearing a guitar, you know?" His eyes shifted briefly to the sullen young man, and Izzy 


followed his gaze. 


"He played?" It was a casual question, but there was an edge to his voice. Scott's eyebrows shot up and he 


nodded slowly. 


"Yeah, and | sang. We were in a band with his brother and this other guy, Ray. But they both died when" Scott 
shrugged his shoulders and ducked his head. "You know. When it happened. He's been weird ever since. Not that 
| blame him, but you know. Sometimes it's better if you keep doing whatever it was you were doing before. 


Preserve a little normality.” 


"ll make you a deal," Izzy murmured, laying a hand on Scott's shoulder. It might have been his imagination, but 
he almost thought that Scott pushed closer against his grip, asking him silently to squeeze harder, hold tighter. 
It was probably just his imagination "You sing and lll play, all right?" 


Scott nodded, a brief flash of pleasure flitting across his face, then he turned to face the group. The 
redheaded man was talking, and Izzy forced himself to focus. He was so wrapped up in paying attention that he 
didn't notice the vicious glare Axl shot him. 


"Okay, there probably aren't any more people in the hotel, and if there are, | think they can survive one more 
day," the man said. He handled his weapon like an old pro, and Izzy mentally reminded himself to have a talk 
with the guy. Having a gun would make him feel a lot safer, and this guy was probably the one to talk to 
about that. "We need to be getting back to base before it gets dark, and we've got five new people to escort. 


Its gonna be dangerous, but you guys are our best shots, so | think we can make it." 


Izzy shot Steven a surprised look, and the drummer had the grace to shrug and grin. Things just got weirder 
and weirder. He wouldn't be surprised to find out that Steven had somehow gotten himself appointed second in 


command of the whole fucked up operation. He cleared his throat and waited till all eyes were on him. "Base? 


How many of you are there?" 


"Huh." There was a short pause as the man considered, then he shrugged. "Thirty, maybe? We've been 
collecting people since it happened, and we found a warehouse big enough to hold everyone. Food's a bit of a 
problem, but one of our patrols just found a new cache of dried goods, so five extra mouths won't be too 
much of a problem. We're gonna be leaving the city by boat pretty soon, so you all are welcome to come 
along.” He shrugged again and looked back at the door meaningfully. "Or you can stay here. Whichever you 


prefer." 


"I think we'll be going," Axl answered. Everyone else nodded fervent agreement, even Grace, who'd shifted to 
cling to Duff's leg. Izzy repressed a surge of annoyance and clenched his hands into fists. A light touch 


brushed across his knuckles and he glanced over, surprised, to see Scott staring at him. 


"Right, then we'll move out," the man declared, shouldering his shotgun. "As soon as you all get that hair cut" 
This was met by a chorus of groans and a deeply satisfied grin from Izzy. Oh hell yes. For the first time in 


weeks, things were looking up. 


Long Shadow 
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They found out that the redheaded guy was named Max, and he seemed to be in charge. Steven liked him, 
anyway, and he deferred to him, and that was good enough for Slash. It was a relief to be around other people 
finally, people who weren't his band. Much as he loved the guys, they'd been wearing on his nerves lately, even 
Duff. Everyone had just tried so fucking hard to be upbeat after Duff's accident and it all rang nauseatingly 
false. Duff's equanimity in particular made Slash want to scream, and on more than one occasion he'd slipped 


off to the bathroom to retch quietly, unable to cope with the extent of his friend's deformity. 


Izzy had been strange as well, avoiding Axl's gaze, talking to him indirectly. Something had happened between 
them on that night that he'd spent in the bathroom with Duff and Grace, and part of him was eager to get 
Izzy alone, to find out what had gone down Most of him, though, couldn't give less of a fuck. He had his own 
issues to deal with. 


Sighing, he rubbed a hand over his bare head and grimaced. Max had been very insistent about cutting their 
hair off, and he'd listed the exact reasons as Izzy had so long ago. Besides the common sense of it, there was 
the fact that it was very difficult to argue with a man holding a large gun. So he'd submitted to the indignity 
with what he thought was admirable grace, and now he looked kind of like a newly shorn Jewish sheep. His one 
comfort was that Axl looked worse than he did, almost like a cancer patient all thin and wraithlike. Duff just 
looked like a gangly punk kid, underfed and ready to take on the world. It was fucking heartbreaking. 


Izzy wore it the best out of all of them. The shaved head gave him a lean, dangerous look, like he was a wolf 
out for blood. Slash envied him that, almost as much as he envied the easy way Izzy took charge of things. 
They weren't five minutes down the hall and Izzy had already been silently appointed second in command after 
Max. It didn't surprise him, but it did kind of annoy him. He gritted his teeth for the sake of harmony, blaming 
this new antagonism on nerves. This would be their first time out of the hotel, and none of them quite knew 


what to expect. 


Duff loped beside him, his good hand curled around Grace's. The pink beads of her rosary shone through their 
linked fingers, pristine and comforting. Comforting for them, anyhow. Slash was feeling more and more shut out 
by Duff's newfound and slightly bizarre faith. It wasn't that he minded; anything that kept Duff comfortable 
and smiling was all right by Slash. It was just hard to relate when he started murmuring his Hail Marys and 


Our Fathers and all that shit. 


Still, it could have been worse. It could have been much worse. He didn't know if anyone else had noticed, but 
the flow of water from the taps had been getting slower and slower, edging dangerously close to a mere 
trickle, and they'd gone through most of their bottled water in the first week Not to mention they'd been low 
on supplies. He'd heard Izzy talking about another kitchen run, but none of them were in any sort of shape to 
do that. These people happening upon them was a fucking godsend, no mistake about that. 


Their boot heels rang on the steps as they made their way down to the lobby of the hotel, Max and Izzy up 
front, the rest of Max's band taking up the rear, and all the unarmed types sandwiched in the middle. Max had 
loaned Izzy a gun for the duration of the march, something that he clearly prized. He clutched it the way 
Grace clutched Duff at night, and once again Slash felt a surge of envy. Why not him? 


Max barely paused at the ground floor landing, peering perfunctorily through the glass window and then 
shoving the door open Slash nearly started out of his skin, recalling the way the lobby had been packed with 
ghouls on that long ago food raid He opened his mouth to protest, but Max and Izzy were already out the 
door, followed closely by Axl. Frowning, he stepped out of the stairwell. 


The lobby was silent as a tomb, and smelled a litte like one as well. There were blood spatters across the 
floors and walls, and hideous drag marks that made Slash's stomach turn flips. In several places on the wall, he 
could make out smudged handprints, and as scenarios presented themselves to him, he became more and more 
nauseated. Why hadn't he thought to grab something heavy from the room? A lamp, for fuck's sake. That'd be 
better than relying on strangers to protect him. 


Max stalked through the lobby, and Slash was morbidly pleased to see Izzy's step falter. Good. Let him feel sick 
to his stomach. Let the bastard have some human fucking emotion He'd been so distant lately that Slash had 
started wondering if he'd been bitten. When Izzy's eyes got vacant, it was a terrible thing. There was already 
too much spooky shit going on in that weird-ass head of his anyway. 


There was a murmuring behind him, and he twisted a little to see the kid called Scott leaning over to speak to 
his friend, Dean. He didn't much care for the look of either of them, Dean in particular. The guy looked like a 
loose cannon, not something Slash was interested in at the best of times. Scott looked all right, he supposed. A 


little sickly, but fuck. Which one of them didnt look sickly, right? He couldn't fault a guy for being a bit 
underweight. 


Karen was okay too, he supposed, but a little bit young to be roaming around with a big fucking automatic 
weapon. Steven seemed to trust her, though, and genuinely like her, so Slash was inclined to look at her with a 
more benevolent eye. She seemed pretty competent as they crossed the lobby, twisting back and forth to 


check for monsters, finger close to the trigger in case she should spot one. 


Slash turned his eyes forward again, forcing himself to concentrate. Max had informed them upstairs that it 
would take thirty to forty-five minutes to make it back to their base at some abandoned warehouse. That was 
cool with him as long as they took it slow, he wasn't exactly in peak physical condition. Hell, walking down the 
stairs had winded him. This little trip might very well be the end of him. But it was best not to think things 
like that. 


"Okay, folks," Max murmured, turning around to face them. Slash noted with interest that the windows and 
doors at the front of the hotel had been shattered. He supposed, though, that if enough monsters congregated 
and exerted pressure by trying to walk through the glass, then the glass would be forced to break. He hated 
to think how many bodies that had required. “This is where it gets rough. l'm gonna need you all to be on your 
guard, even those of you who aren't carrying weapons. We'll do our damnedest to keep you safe, but its no 


good if we aren't all working together. Got it?" 


There was a chorus of agreeable murmurs from the little group. Slash wasn't one of them. His irritation was 
growing steadily, a gnawing sort of annoyance that stemmed from the sight of Izzy standing beside Max, hip 
cocked out, gun resting on his shoulder. There was no real reason why it should piss him off. It just did. 


| wanna get everyone home alive, so stay on your toes, kids." Max flashed them all a brief grin, then turned 
and stepped out of one of the busted windows. Everyone followed, and Slash nearly threw up at the sight of 
ragged cloth and gobs of flesh speared on sharp jags of glass. No one else seemed to notice, and he glared, 
furious with himself. It seemed like ever since this whole stupid affair had started, all he'd been good for was 
fucking up and getting nauseous. 


They fanned out a little when they hit the street, which gave Slash a chance to have a look around. The city 
was perfectly silent except for a gentle breeze which blew leaves and bits of paper along the abandoned 
streets. There were no lights in the buildings, no cars driving down the road, no dogs barking, no cats meowing, 
no people talking, nothing. He froze, caught like a deer in headlights, and was slightly gratified to see Duff and 


Axl doing the same. It was fucking eerie. Eerie and unnatural. 


"It's weird at first," a soft voice said from behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and into the cold eyes of 
the kid called Dean. "But you get used to it" Slash arched an eyebrow, but Dean's expression didn't change at 
all. He held his gun as though it were an extension of his arm, and Slash wondered if he slept with it clutched 
in his arms. He seemed like that kind of guy. 


"| dunno," he answered, falling into step beside Dean "I don't think I'll ever get used to this." It was nice to have 
someone to talk to, even if it wasn't Duff. He shot a quick glare at the tall bassist, who was still holding 
Grace's hand and talking softly to her. It pissed him off that Duff would rather play Mommy than walk with 
him, even though he knew it was petty and selfish of him to think that way. 


"Good" Slash shot Dean a surprised look, both eyebrows shooting up. Dean returned the look flatly and 


answered with a shrug. 


"No, what do you mean by that?" Slash demanded, voice low and rough. God, what he wouldn't give for a bottle 
of whiskey right about now. Hell, even a pint would do. Just something to take the fucking edge off. 


"| mean" Dean paused for a second, as though rolling the words around in his mouth to see if they tasted 
right. "It's good if you don't get used to this, because that means you've accepted it" He looked at Slash, a 
spark of life showing in his eyes at last. "That means you've let them win. You see?" 


It was awkwardly phrased and imperfectly expressed, but Slash knew what Dean meant. By adjusting to the 
silence of the city, he was accepting the new status quo. He was allowing this monstrous new reality the 
chance to take hold, to cement itself. Once the silence became part of his everyday routine, he would have lost 
the drive to change things. Slash looked at Dean with a new respect in his eyes. Dean's expression still didn't 


change. 


"What about you?" Slash asked softly. "Are you used to it?" Dean's fingers clenched tight around the stock of 


his rifle and a spasm seized his face. Slash recoiled a little, shocked by the sudden reaction 


"I had to kill my brother." Dean's eyes had gone even deader than before, and a chill of horror wound its way 
through Slash's gut. "We were all running together, me and him and Scott and Ray, and we got lost in an alley. 
One of them took Ray out, just ripped right into his throat. There was no saving him. Scotty managed to take 
one out, and so did Rob, but not before it bit him on the hand" Slash gagged softly, eyes flashing towards 
Duff's mangled hand. Dean continued. 


"We managed to run away from them, find a temporary safehouse. Scott thought we could save Rob. Kept 
bandaging his hand up and giving him water. Sponging him off." Dean's face twisted in hatred, but his eyes 
stayed cold and distant. "It was a fucking waste of time and | told him that. | fucking told him that we should 
just move on, but he wouldn't listen to me. Kept saying that we had to help Rob, like there was anything we 
could do." There was a short pause and Slash's stomach sank. He knew what came next. "So that night while 


Scott was asleep, | took a metal bar and beat Rob to death with it" 


"Dude, l-" Slash tried desperately to think of something to say, something that would reassure this poor 
bastard. Hell, he thought hed had a bad time? His experience had been a cake-walk compared to Dean. 


"| told Scott he'd turned in the night," Dean said, cutting Slash off mid-sentence. "It was a lie. | hit him once and 
he opened his eyes and looked up at me." Dean's face spasmed again and he shook himself. "He kept asking me 
not to do it, but | had to. You know | had to, right?" He turned to face Slash and all Slash could do was nod, 
mute with horror. "Right." 


Silence fell between them then, and Slash wasn't sure if he appreciated that or not. On the one hand, Dean was 
a scary little motherfucker, and just standing this close to him made Slash incredibly nervous. On the other, at 


least it was human contact, no matter how fucked up. At least someone was talking to him. 


He was distracted from his sulking by a warning hiss from the head of the group. Max was motioning towards 
them, every muscle in his body tense and trembling. Dean's rifle snapped up, making Slash twitch back 
nervously. There was a low, wheezing moan from the side street ahead of them, and a sudden surge of 
adrenaline seized him. He saw Duff jerk Grace close, and he jumped forward, hand closing around Duff's bicep. 
They exchanged a look, and Duff's brown eyes were so pathetically desperate for reassurance that Slash 


forgot all of his earlier irritation. 


"Is cool, baby," he whispered, eyes glued to Max and Izzy as they slunk forward, bodies as low to the ground 


as they could get. "We've got guns and shit now. They can't get close enough to bite." Duff nodded a little, but 
Slash could tell that he didn’t quite buy it. It was a hard sell; he didn't believe it either, but he had to say 
something, had to step up and be the man. 


The first creature shambled around the corner and Max leveled his gun, pulling the trigger calmly. There was 
a sharp report that echoed off the walls of the buildings, and the ghoul went down, an oozing wound in its 
head. As the second and third rounded the corner and met with the same fate, one at Izzy's hand and one at 
Max's, Slash began to relax. Maybe he'd been right. Maybe this would be a short lived battle. He glanced up, 
grinning a little, and froze at the look of terror on Duff's face. He swung back around just in time to see a 
horde, a fucking horde of the bastards come shuffling into the main street, swaying and jerking and making 
that horrific, idiot noise of hunger and hatred. 


"Fall back!" Slash didn't know who said it because he'd already turned to run, grabbing Duff's arm as he pivoted 
on the balls of his toes. Beside him, Dean turned as well, a snarl on his lips and a light in his eyes that made 

Slash wish he was still expressionless. And then they were running, feet pounding against the pavement as they 
tore down back alleys and side roads, always cut off by that hideous noise, always forced to stop and turn and 


seek a new way. 


"There weren't this many out when we left the warehouse, Steven panted, leaning on his gun. They'd paused 
briefly in order to gulp up air and regroup, and Steven had sidled over to stand with Slash and Duff. It was the 
first time they'd really had a chance to talk to him since discovering he was alive, and Slash wanted to laugh 
until he threw up. Fuck the world, man. Fuck the world and fuck God and fuck God's sick sense of humor. He 
was ready to just stand there in the road and let the monsters take him. 


"Do they come out at different times?" Duff asked, and Steven shrugged. 


"| dunno, man, we haven't been able to figure it out. There's a pattern to it, but we don't know what it is. Its 
not weather or light or time of day or, hell, even the tides. We've tried everything we can think of, but nothing 
works out. They just. happen" Steven sighed and rolled his neck, cracking the vertebrae and offering them a 


weak smile. "Sorry, guys. | was kinda hoping your rescue would be more heroic.’ 


"Yeah, well" Slash flapped a hand at Steven and stared down at his boots. "You weren't supposed to be the one 
doing the rescuing." That was greeted by a laugh and a friendly hand on the shoulder. 


"No offense, dude, but you weren't in any shape to be rescuing anyone." He pushed off the wall and offered a 
crooked grin. "Hold on to your asses. Shit's about to get interesting." Slash watched him go and tried not to 
hate him. It was all this fucking helplessness that was making him feel so vicious towards his friends, he knew 


it. Knowing didn't help the matter, though, and he jerked his arm away from Duff's touch. 


"Don't. Not now, Michael" Duff recoiled, hurt, and Slash turned away, disgusted with himself. Hell, he was 
disgusted with everything anyway; might as well turn some of that negative energy in on himself. Scowling, he 
stalked over to where Izzy stood, clustered in a tight little group with Steven, Max, and Dean. 


"so if we take this street, we should be able to get back faster," Max murmured, indicating a main road. There 
was a chorus of agreement and Slash, unable to resist, shouldered his way into the huddle and arched an 


eyebrow. 


"That was a pretty busy road back in the day," he pointed out. "Wouldn't it be safer to take a back street?" 
His finger tapped down on the map, three other options that might take them a bit longer but wouldn't be 
nearly as crowded. He'd spent time around these neighborhoods before, and the shortcuts were etched in his 
mind. 


‘It doesn't really matter how busy a road was" Max answered, and Slash bristled a little at the slightly 
patronizing tone of his voice. "They're spread out all over the city now; we have as much chance of running 


into them on a back road as we do on the main drag. We might as well take the shortest route." 


Slash shrugged and flipped his hand at the group, affecting an air of disdain He hadn't really expected to be 
praised for his contribution, but he had kind of wanted something more than outright denial. It made sense to 
him. Why wouldn't the creatures stay in what they knew to be heavily trafficked areas? Everyone leaving the 
city would likely do so by that road, so it stood to reason that the creatures would swarm all over it, even 


after their prey had been exhausted. 


But who was he to guess at the behaviors of the monsters? He'd been in a hotel room, after all, not out on 
the streets like these motherfuckers. He snarled a little as Max explained to the others what was going on, 
hating the way they nodded their heads like puppets. He wanted to reach out and slap them all, Duff and Izzy 
especially. He wanted to scream at them, demand to know why the fuck they trusted this guy that they 
barely knew. Was it just because Steven trusted him? Because that was a piss poor reason for doing anything. 
Slash loved Steven, but the guy had some issues. He wasn't exactly the most reliable member of the band. 


"I think you're right" The voice came from just behind him, and Slash nearly leapt out of his skin. He twisted 
around, a scowl on his lips, and came face to face with Dean. Those dead eyes stopped his anger cold, and he 


shrugged a little, ducking his head. "It's no good arguing with Max, though. He used to be a gym teacher." 


It took Slash a second to realize that Dean had been cracking a joke, and he laughed softly, clapping the kid on 
the shoulder. Dean seemed surprised by the attention, but a smile flickered across his face and Slash was 
suddenly proud of himself. He wondered how long it had been since Dean had managed any expression but 


hatred. From the look of him, quite a while. 


"How about you just watch my back," he murmured, and Dean nodded emphatically. That was slightly 
reassuring, and Slash turned his focus back to the group. They were all getting ready to move again, and Duff 
caught his eye as he took Grace's hand, shooting Slash a pleading look. That pacified him even more, and he 
strode back over to where the two of them stood. 


"Hey Saul" Duff scuffed his foot against the ground, a sheepish expression on his face. "You doing okay, man?" 


Slash rubbed his arm and forced a reassuring smile. 


‘lm doing fine. Listen, Dean's gonna be watching our backs, so don't you worry about anything, okay?" It wasn't 
much comfort but it was all he had to give, and it did perk Duff up a little bit. He nodded and flashed a 
wavering smile that almost broke Slash's heart. Poor lanky bastard. He had it the worst out of all of them. 
Slash had almost forgotten that in his fit of pique. 


"Grace isn't doing so hot," he confided in a low tone. His big brown eyes, hollow and huge in his drawn face, 
were soft with concern, and Slash resisted the urge to sweep him into a comforting embrace. It was an 
uncomfortable impulse for him; he was accustomed to regarding Duff with a sort of detached fondness, not 


this overwhelming desire to protect. 


"She getting tired?" Slash turned his gaze to the little girl. She was looking very wan, and the way she leaned 
against Duffs side worried him. None of them were in any shape to carry her, least of all Duff. Freedom was 
taking its toll on him. Now that they were outside the relatively safe confines of the hotel, he was jittery, the 


way he'd been those first couple of days when none of them really knew what was going on. 


"Yeah." Duff shook his head thoughtfully, and Slash noticed that he'd tucked his ruined hand inside the pocket 
of his coat. He deliberately refused to look at it, focusing instead on the way Max gestured to the surrounding 


alleys as he gave orders. "I'm afraid she might fall and hurt herself, man. She can't run as fast as we can" 


"Don't worry about it, dude. I'll take care of it” Slash flashed a strained smile and strode towards the tight 
huddle of people with guns. They glanced up briefly as he approached, only Dean and Steven focusing on him 


for longer than a second. He cleared his throat and waited, and when Max continued to ignore him, he just 


started talking. 


"Listen, we've got a tired kid over there, and something's gotta be done about it," he declared loudly, a bright 
and utterly false smile on his face. The rest of the group looked up at him, Karen with an expression of 
genuine concern and Max with one of mild irritation Only Scotts face remained blank, though his eyes flitted to 
where Duff had crouched down to talk with Grace. There was silence for a moment, then Dean stepped 


forward. 


"ll carry her," he said, sliding his gun off his shoulder and pushing it into Slash's hands. "It's no big deal. She's 
pretty small and it's not a long way. I'll just need someone to cover me." Scott raised his hand a little and Dean 
jerked his head in acknowledgement, then strode over to Duff and Grace. The group went back to their little 
powwow and Slash stared down at the gun in his hands. 


It was. big. A rifle, he guessed, although he'd never really bothered to learn anything beyond that. Of course he 
knew where the trigger was, and kind of how to hold it, but. no. No, he couldn't do this, not until someone 
showed him how to use the fucking thing. He wasn't going to endanger everyone else just so he could have the 
chance to be a fucking cowboy. Grimacing, he looked around for a likely person to hand the rifle to, and he 


came up with only one person. 


Axl was standing apart from the group, skinny white arms folded across his chest and a dark scowl on his 


delicate face. He looked more like a doll than ever, save for the dark smudges under each eye and the sour set 


of his mouth. Trauma seemed to have defined his features more than should have been possible, and against 
his dark clothes, his skin looked white as a bleached bone. He glanced up as Slash approached, vivid green eyes 
surveying him with barely concealed scorn 


"Did someone appoint you sheriff?" he demanded, upper lip curling in his customary sneer. "You look fucking 
ridiculous. Do you even know how to use that?" Slash gritted his teeth and forced himself to remain civil. Ax/s 


Just lashing out. You did it too, sort of. 


"No, | don't," he answered, pretty calmly he thought. He knew it wouldn't do any good to snap back; that would 
only start a huge, stupid fight and make them both look like assholes in front of the new people. "That's why 
I'm giving it to you." 


The look of shock on Axl's face was absolutely beautiful, and Slash struggled to keep from smirking openly as 

he held out the rifle. Axl took it cautiously, as though afraid Slash would retract his offer and snatch the gun 
back at the last second. His hands settled on it more comfortably than Slash's had, and his eyes ran along the 
length of it, examining everything and obviously understanding it far better. There was a small pang in Slash's 

chest as he turned back to Duff and Grace, but only a small one. He knew he'd done the right thing. 


Bastards On Parade 
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The gun was reassuring. 


Axl had never thought of himself as particularly violent, at least not physically. He wasn't adverse to a knock- 
down drag-out fight, but he liked to think that he was adept at solving problems with more than his fists. He'd 
fantasized about killing people on several occasions, but who didn’t, right? Everyone wanted to knock off at 
least one person that they knew. Everyone had psychotic tendencies. Everyone would, if given the chance, kick 
the shit out of someone they didn't like. It was just human nature. 


At least, that's what he tried to tell himself. It didn't feel that way to him. It felt like he was turning into one 
of those guys that he'd always despised, the ones that swaggered around with their dicks whipped out, 
bragging about how many chicks they'd banged the night before. The guys who boasted that they could kill 
guys like him with one hand tied behind their backs, and then turned around and slapped him on the shoulders 
and called him buddy when they realized he was famous. 


The gun made him feel like one of those guys, like his prick was hanging out for the whole fucking world to see. 
And the weird part was, he kind of liked it. He liked the power trip, knowing that he could take out those 
fucking zombies before they could even get close to him. He liked knowing that now, he was just as deadly as 
they were. His fingers smoothed along the barrel of the rifle and he shivered a little. It had been a long time 


since he'd handled a gun. 


There was a soft noise to his left and his head snapped up, the rifle swinging halfway into position against his 
shoulder. The adrenaline rushing through his veins was incredible, and he wondered if it was the gun doing it, 
or if his repressed panic was fighting its way to the top. Because he was panicky. He had to admit it, if only to 
himself. In the hotel, they'd at least had the illusion of security. Out here, he felt naked. 


The noise was only Max, clearing his throat to get everyone's attention. Axl relaxed slightly, eyes flickering 
around the group. He didn't really care for the people who'd "rescued" them, but he didn't dislike them either. 
They were just people to him; he couldn't look at them and see god given saviors, and the fact that the others 
seemed to so cheerfully welcome them into the fold kind of pissed Axl off. 


There was a moment of confusion and then the group moved out, Axl towards the middle and off to the side. 
It seemed like a pretty decent place to be. He was near Duff and Grace, anyhow, and they were the ones that 
would need the most protection Although, the kid carrying Grace on his shoulders - Axl couldn't recall his 
name - seemed like the kind of guy you wouldn't want to mess with. Of course, he had his hands full with an 
emaciated ten-year-old at the moment, so he wouldn't be much use. 


That thought gave Axl a little boost of confidence, and he checked the rifle to make sure it was loaded and 
cocked. He did understand how to use it, although before he'd only shot at tin fucking cans. Moving targets 
would be a completely different story. But hell, if Izzy could have a gun, so could he. 


At that, his eyes darted around the group, seeking out Izzy. They hadn't talked since that night except in 
grudging monosyllables, and it was killing Axl. He hadn't realized just how much he'd been relying on Izzy as an 
emotional and mental anchor until that support had been ripped away from him. It was partly his fault, he 
knew. He could have said something to Izzy the next morning, let him know that things were still cool between 
them. Because they were, more or less. He'd always kind of known that Izzy had a thing for him, he'd just 
shoved it to the back and refused to deal with it. Now, though, he didn't really have a choice. 


He stared at Izzy as they walked, willing him to look up, needing him to glance back at least once. He had to 

know if Izzy still gave two shits about him. It had been weighing on his mind, disturbing his sleep, making him 
restless. He didn't like it at all. Even when he'd been hopelessly in love, he hadn't focused so hard on another 
person. It was easy to put it down to the situation they found themselves in, but Axl knew it was more than 


that. Izzy was his best friend, and he was terrified that he'd fucked that up beyond all repair. 


Izzy didn't look back, not once, not even when they emerged from the alley back into the main streets. His head 
twisted around, checking for danger, and Axl could imagine the look on his face, intent and serious. He wanted to 


be up there next to Izzy. He wanted to feel safe again. 


The group moved as one, ragged and frightened, but staying together better than he'd anticipated. Slash and 
Duff stayed close to each other, practically leaning on one another, and a few times he thought he saw them 
grip each other's hands out of the corner of his eyes. Before, that sort of display would have angered and 
sickened him. Now, he just wished he had someone he could reach out and touch. It was strange and pathetic 


and unnatural, and he hated himself for being so weak. 


Now wasn't the time for shit like that, though. They were emerging into the main streets once again, open and 
unshielded by buildings. He had to concentrate, had to watch out for those fucking monsters. He realized with a 
jolt that people were depending on him to keep them safe. Hm. Duff and Slash and Steven and Grace. The 


strangers. Even Izzy. 


The realization made him stand a little straighter, grip the rifle a little tighter. His mind began to spin scenarios 
that placed him in a hero's role. Zombies closing in on Izzy, reaching out with their mindless, grasping fingers, 
pulling him down. And then all of a sudden, he would burst out of an alley, gun blazing, covered in scratches 
but ready for anything, and he'd fucking take out all those goddamn shambling ghouls. Yeah, that was it. And 


then Izzy would snatch the rifle from him and throw it away and fucking slam him up against the wall. 


Axl made a strangled noise and shook his head a bit. Duff twisted, shooting him a quizzical look, but Axl could 
only stare straight ahead in shock Slam me against the wall? Where the fuck had that come from? Christ, he 
was more hard up than he'd thought. Maybe there were some hot chicks in Steven's little warehouse haven 


Maybe he just needed to get laid Not surprisingly, he found it hard to muster enthusiasm for the idea 


Troubled, he marched along with the rest of them, hardly noticing as the skies grew darker. A soft groan 
from the front of the line caught his attention, and his head snapped up. The kid carrying Grace grimaced 
slightly, then leaned over and murmured something to Duff. Duff nodded and twisted to face Axl, skinny face 


grave. 


"Dean says that it might rain," he explained matter-of-factly. Axl just stared at him, his brain either unable or 
urwilling to make sense of Duff's statement. Perhaps sensing his confusion, Duff smiled and shrugged. "They 
say it makes them more aggressive." 


Axl frowned a little at that. It didn't seem to follow a logical pattern, but then again, what did these days? It 
was pretty futile to try and guess at the habits of the undead, and anyway, these people had seen more 
action than he had, all locked up in that hotel room. They'd know best whether or not the zombies went crazy 
when it rained. He hoped for everyone's sake that it wasn't true; there were clouds gathering rapidly in the 


sky, and an almost oppressive humidity closing around them. 


They trudged on through the streets, Axl sure he was going to fall apart from nervous tension. What the fuck 
were those motherfuckers waiting on anyway? He knew they were out there; he could practically smell their 
putrid flesh. The group was like a walking buffet, and Axl knew enough to know that the zombies weren't 
exactly bright enough to recognize and fear guns. So why were they holding back? Were they waiting on an 


opportune moment to strike or something? He couldn't imagine a better time than now. 
"How much longer?" he murmured, pitching his voice so that it would reach the guy carrying Grace. 


"Not much." Axl grimaced as the kid shrugged, irritated by his lack of knowledge. "We still have to go up the 
hill, but that shouldn't take long. We're traveling light today." And with that, the guy turned back around, 
seemingly content to end the conversation there. Axl found himself kind of liking the stranger, and made a 


mental note to find out his name. 


The hill he'd mentioned loomed ahead of them, rising in a steeper incline than Axl had expected. He'd been 
around the city before, but he'd never much paid attention to the geography of the place. Why bother when 
you have a driver to take you places and assistants to go pick up whatever you need? He regretted that now, 
and was quietly furious for letting himself get so fucking helpless. When had he started relying on everyone 
else to do his thinking for him? Christ Almighty. 


Sighing, he jerked his head back and to the side, a reflexive action from when he still had hair to toss out of 
his face. The absence of that familiar weight sent a surge of helpless fury through him and he nearly 
screamed. God, if only. It would feel so fucking good to just throw back his head and shriek until his throat 
bled, to pour out all the frustration and confusion and hatred that had been piling up, festering like sores. It 
felt like he was drowning in the vile washes of his own helplessness, and he despised himself for it. He'd sworn 
long ago to never be a victim again, to always look out for number one, and now here he was in some kind of 
post-apocalyptic fuck-up with a bunch of shitheels he didn't know from Adam, toting around a rifle like Annie 
goddamn Oakley. 


Something moved to his left, the tiniest twitch in his peripheral vision, and he whirled. The gun snapped up, 
seated against his shoulder, and he sighted down the barrel. His father had always told him that when it really 
mattered, he wouldn't have time to take careful aim, and so he'd practiced focusing on the muzzle as he 
yanked the gun into position so that he could fire by the time it was on his shoulder. Back then, he'd cursed 
his father's stupid paranoia. Now, he was almost thankful to the old bastard. 


He squeezed the trigger once, tracked the shot, then adjusted his aim to account for the myriad eccentricities 
of the weather, the rifle, and his own body. That was another thing that'd been beaten into him. The first shot 
was a test and if you were quick enough, you'd be able to calculate and fire another round before you even 
needed to breathe. It had been a long time since he'd had to think that way, and it took him considerably longer 
than a single breath, but he got the second shot off before everyone in the group had even turned around, 
and the zombie fell with a hole between its eyes. 


The group dissolved into chaos, people shouting orders and calling out to each other as the unarmed members 
turned to retreat. There were a series of loud cracks, and Axl dimly registered them as the other guns, but 
he was far too consumed with aiming and firing, aiming and firing, and as the zombies kept coming, stumbling 
gracelessly over the bodies of their fallen comrades all he could think was thank god for semi-automatics, thank 
god for semi-automatics over and over like an idiot chant in his brain. The rhythm of his shots matched the 


rhythm of his thoughts, the closest he'd come to music since that night he and Izzy sang Me € Bobby McGee. 


Finally, after he'd started to suspect he was in hell, doomed to a vicious cycle of killing one monster only to 
have two take its place, the gun clicked in his hand. For a moment, he was confused and he could only stare at 
the rifle. It was only after he pulled the trigger a few more times and connected the noise to the action that 
he realized he was out of ammo. Out for good, too, because he hadn't thought to ask for extra when Slash had 
turned over the gun. 


Cursing, he pivoted on the balls of his feet and fled after the others. He kept the rifle clutched tight in his 
hands; maybe it couldn't shoot anymore, but it was still nice and solid and if he swung hard enough it would 
take out a skull or two. His eyes roamed up and down the street, but apart from the others with guns, who 
were steadily falling back, he didn't see anyone. Just zombies, hordes of them, hideous roiling masses of 
putrefied flesh and dead eyes. He couldn't stare at them too long or else risk being frozen in horror. Even in 
his wildest nightmares he hadn't thought it was this bad. The motherfuckers were everywhere, hundreds of 
them. Maybe even thousands. 


Axl was momentarily panicked at the thought, overwhelmed by the certainty that he could never escape so 
many, that no matter how fast or how far he ran, they would always be there, constantly behind him. A dry 
sob rose up in his throat and he twisted frantically, eyes seeking out the one familiar thing that could save 
him. 


Izzy was nowhere to be found, not with the other shooters, not fleeing the way Axl himself had started to do. 
It was possible that he was already with the others, safe in the alleyways and back roads, but the thought 
didn't really occur to him. Izzy was supposed to be here with him, and if he wasn't, Axl might as well be dead. 


He might as well just fucking walk into the mass of filth and lose himself, let himself be torn apart. For his 
entire life, or at least for the bits that really mattered, Izzy had been right there behind him, always at his 
shoulder to pull him back out of the fire or prod him forward into some necessary hardship. He didn't know 
what to do without Izzy, couldn't cope, couldn't even begin to think. 


He howled, just threw back his head and howled like a fucking dog, a wail of pain and rage that stopped 
everyone in their tracks. Max actually turned to look at him, and Axl met his incredulous stare with raw, 
powerful hatred. It was his fault Jeff was dead. If he hadn't come to the hotel, if he hadn't put a rifle in 
Jeffrey's hands, if he hadn't dragged them out into the goddamn fucking streets where they were nothing 
better than walking meals, Jeff would still be alive. Jeff would still be able to save him. 


He threw that all at Max with his eyes, watched the man flinch and turn away just in time to see a zombie's 
teeth before it took a huge chunk out of his face. Bile rose in Axl's throat, but he didn't feel any guilt for 
having distracted the man. Max had killed his Jeff, the only person who'd ever really had faith in him. 


With a ragged little cry, this one of exhaustion and profound sorrow, Axl collapsed. His legs crumpled like 
straws, and the clatter of his rifle against the pavement was hollow and mocking. Dead Jeff was dead and 
there was nothing he could do about it. He'd fallen to the zombies just like Max, bitten and torn and hideously 
consumed. Axl had to cling to that, at least. The thought of Jeff as one of those vile shambling monsters 
would have destroyed him. 


Not that it mattered much, he reflected, lifting his head. It was hard to see through the blur of tears in his 


eyes, but he could see jerky forms twitching across the road towards him. He squeezed his eyes shut and 


bowed his head. Let them come. 


He was ready to die. 


Slow Down 
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Duff was halfway down the alley when the temptation to turn around overtook him. It seemed like he'd been 
running for hours, like he was stuck in one of those dreams where he ran and ran and ran and never got 
anywhere. He'd felt the shock all up his legs and into his hips as his feet slammed against the pavement, and 


he'd heard Slash's rasping breath to his right, but even though he'd focused so hard on the safety of the 
alleyway that his eyes had watered, it hadn't seemed to get any closer. 


Then suddenly he was in it, enveloped by half-dark, and the walls of the abandoned buildings rose up around 
him claustrophobically, looming like they wanted to reach down and crush him. Behind him, the sporadic roar of 
the guns was undercut by screams and the continuous low moan of the creatures. So many of them this time! 
He'd known intellectually that they were out there, but his mind had balked at trying to conceive the actual 


numbers. Seeing them was an awful shock, almost as bad as the bellhop had been 


The alley muffled some of the noises, and the farther he walked in, the more it began to resemble a fairy tale. 
He almost felt like one of the numerous faceless children, led into the deep, dark forest and abandoned because 
Mama and Papa had no way to feed him. The thought sent a shudder down his spine, and he squinted into the 


gloom, searching out Dean and Grace. 


They were at least twenty paces ahead of him and moving fast. He felt a small stab of relief and gratitude at 
that, he never could have carried Grace so far so fast. Dean seemed like the sort of guy that didn't 
understand the concept of "can't", a fact which both impressed and shamed Duff. Part of him felt like he 
should be the sole defender of the little girl, but he wasn’t stupid enough or proud enough to insist on trying 
it. 


He was doubly glad he wasn't carrying her now, as the urge to turn and look was growing more overwhelming 
by the second. All those noises behind him! He wanted to know what was going on, wanted to see with his own 
two eyes what was happening to his companions instead of having to imagine everything. Somehow, the not 


knowing was infinitely worse than the raw horror of their day-to-day existence. 


So he turned, narrowing his eyes and shrugging off Slash's questioning hand. He wouldn't go back, of course. He 
wasn't that stupid. But he had to know, had to see for himself what the fuck was going on. He couldn't explain 
it to Slash because he didn't have the words for it, not right now. Maybe later, when they were safe and 
warm and fed, maybe then he'd be able to articulate this burning need to watch 


It was hard to see from his position in the alley. Night was coming on fast, and the buildings rising up on 
either side cast the street in dark shadows. If he hadn't been so numbed to terror, Duff would have shivered 
and bolted back out into the main road. As it was, he shifted so that his back was pressed to cold brick, and 
he watched the battle from his poor vantage point. 


His first thought was that it could have been much worse. The defenders seemed to be holding up as well as 
could be expected under the onslaught, keeping the monsters at bay well enough to make a steady retreat 
towards the alley. They seemed to have worked out a system, wherein one person fired until their rifle was 


empty of bullets, then stepped back to let another take their place while they reloaded. He picked Steven out of 


the crowd and watched, awed, as he picked off the creatures with an unearthly calm. 


Something seized his wrist and he just barely held back a shriek of surprise, twisting around with a fist raised, 
ready to pummel whatever it was. Slash's dark eyes stared back at him, furious and terrified, and they stood 


frozen like that for a moment, staring at each other. 


"The fuck are you doing, Michael?" Slash's voice was a low hiss, barely audible over the crack of the rifles and 


the hungry gobbling moan of the monsters. "It's not fucking safe here!" 


"lm watching," he answered. He sounded detached, and he wondered idly if it was shock again, or if he'd ever 
even gotten over the initial shock of the invasion. Slash looked at him as though he were completely insane, and 
he opened his mouth to try to explain though he had no idea what he would say. There was no justification for 
being here. Slash was right, it was dangerous almost to the point of being suicidal. 


He was cut off by a scream, a high wailing noise of pain and loss so profound that his heart skipped a beat 
and his knees wobbled. Oh my god, someone's died Yanking free from Slash's grip, he bolted forward, morbidly 
drawn to the sound. He had to know who it was, had to know if it was one of his friends. He heard Slash curse 
behind him, then scramble after, whether to keep an eye on him or to investigate as well Duff didn’t know. 


He skidded to a stop at the mouth of the alley, eyes darting across the battlefield The defenders were nearly 
here now; if they'd turned and bolted they would have reached the alley in under three minutes. The scream 
was dying slowly into a pulsing, keening sob and his eyes fastened on the source of the noise. Axl slumped to 
the ground, dropping his rifle beside him and bowing his head as though praying. It took Duff a second, but he 
realized that Axl was giving up. 


Duff was halfway out of the alley before Slash even had time to yell at him. He heard the shout, distant and 
muffled, and he ignored it completely. Slash could stay in the alley if he wanted to, but someone had to go 
after Axl. Whatever it was that had made him collapse, it wasn't worth dying over. The fact that he had no 
weapon and no conceivable way to fight the creatures didn't phase him in the least. The most important thing 


was getting Axl to safety, whether he liked it or not. 


His feet slammed the pavement, jarring him to the bone as he covered the ground between the alley and Axl. 


It was worse than the last run, a million times worse, because no matter how hard and fast he ran he knew 


he couldn't get there in time. Sure, he would make it to Axl before the monsters did, but there was no fucking 
way he could muscle his friend up and drag them both back to safety. They'd be devoured, turned, corrupted. 
Still, he didn't turn back. 


He was running so hard that he almost forgot how to stop, and he came to a skidding, trembling halt next to 
Axl, knock-kneed as a colt and twice as helpless. Only now, in the face of imminent death, did he remember 
that one of his hands was useless. Even if he'd had the physical strength to haul Axl upright and force him to 
run, he'd have needed two hands to do it. The complete frustrating impossibility of it all finally caught up with 
him and he could feel a hysterical shriek building in his throat. 


It might have surprised Slash to know that the thought of his face soothed Duff. It certainly surprised Duff 

himself. As he stood there next to Axl, frozen in indecision, legs weak with terror, the image of Slash rose up 
in his mind. Slash smiling at him, Slash laughing at Steven's lame jokes, Slash sitting on the floor with his guitar 
in his lap. Slash crouched over him, hair sticking to his sweat slicked face, eyes half shut in pleasure. Sure, he 
could stand out here and die like a useless idiot, and then never get to see Slash ever again. Fear of death was 


replaced by fear of abandonment, and he lunged forward once again. 


His good hand closed firmly around Axl's bicep and he yanked hard, nearly toppling over backwards. He'd 
expected Axl to resist, but he just kind of slumped towards Duff. His face was twisted in pain, but there was a 
horrifying blankness in his eyes, like he'd just given up. Well, maybe he had, but he could good and goddamn well 
give up someplace safe. Snarling, Duff manhandled him to his feet, wedging a shoulder beneath Axl's arm and 
hauling him upright. 


"Don't worry about me," Axl muttered. His hand flapped feebly at Duff, and Duff slapped it away in irritation 


"Look, you either run night now, or by God I'll scruff you and drag you to the alley," he hissed, shaking Axl 
roughly. Green eyes snapped up to meet his and Axl's face crumpled in confusion. He'd never seen Duff like 
this. He'd never had to. "I have no fucking intentions of letting you sit out here and die, and | certainly don't plan 
on doing it myself, so you'd better fucking move your legs, Axl Rose, or | swear." 


As he snarled, he dragged Axl away from the brawl, darting nervous glances at the advancing horde. He'd 
wasted too much time in paralyzed fright; the monsters were almost on them now and the shuffling half-run 
that they were managing wouldn't be nearly enough to get them to safety in time. Duff's head whipped around 


and he searched wildly for Slash or Izzy or Steven, but none of them were in his line of sight. 


"It doesn't matter anymore," Axl protested. Duff hardly heard him. He was trying to figure out a closer 
refuge, but the alley was the only place that offered even a small amount of shelter. If they could just get 
there, the twists and turns would slow down the monsters long enough for them to either go to ground or 
scramble up a fire escape. The others would come back for them. He had faith in that much, at least. They 
just had to get there. 


"Goddamn it, Duff!" Axl's voice rose nearly to a shriek, and Duff had to grit his teeth against the desire to 
slap Axl in the face. Of all the times for a fucking breakdown, Axl had to chose now. Typical. "Izzy's dead!" 


Duff stopped short, all the breath whooshing from his lungs as though he'd been punched in the stomach. 
Izzy? No, lzzy couldn't be dead. He couldn't. He was in charge, he was the one that would take care of them all, 
see them out of this. If Izzy was dead, then they were all goners, and now he understood why Axl had just 
slumped over and given up. He hadn't realized just how much he'd been relying on Izzy until now, but the 


thought of continuing without his solid presence was inconceivable. 


"Jesus titty-fucking Christ, you two" A hand shot out, fingers fisting in Duff's short hair and managing a sharp 
yank before slipping away. He screamed so loud that he ripped his throat raw, then nearly collapsed in a 
quivering heap at the sight of Slash's furious face. "What the fuck is wrong with youl? You're gonna get 


yourselves killed!" 


"Saul," he breathed, and his grip on Axl tightened. It had to be a mistake. Izzy wasn't actually dead, Axl had just 
had a breakdown and imagined it. They would all get to safety and they'd find Izzy in the aftermath and he'd be 
perfectly all right and everything would go back to normal. They'd get out of the city, everywhere else would 
be fine, and they'd just put this all behind them. Lies, yes, but Duff knew the value of tricking himself. If lies 


were what it took to keep his legs moving, so be it. 


Axl continued to scream and wail, but he was talking gibberish now and Duff ignored him. He focused his eyes 
on the back of Slash's head and ran as hard as he could, so hard that he thought his heart would burst. He 
could hear the monsters right behind him, smell the foul rot of their dying flesh, and his throat burned with 
desperate fear. He had to make it. He had to because he hadn't snuggled up next to Slash and held him and 
been held and goddamn if, it just wasn't fair. 


The world swam and for a moment he thought he was dying. Then the ground rushed up to meet him and his 
chin hit concrete, bringing his teeth together with a sharp clack, and he realized that he'd caught his toe on 
something. He was down and it was the end now, because he'd never get back up in time. He'd never make it to 
the alley. Duff lifted his eyes and almost screamed in fury; the mouth of the alley was right there, not six 
feet in front of him. He'd almost made it. He could still make it. 


A clammy hand closed around his calf and his stomach lurched. If there had been anything in it, he would have 
vomited. As it was, he choked up bile and dug his fingers into the cement, trying to drag himself away. Flesh 
shredded, nails snapped, and instead of going forwards he went back, back towards the monsters. Back towards 
death. Ahead of him, he could hear Slash and Axl screaming at him to get up and he wanted to scream back. 
Motherfuckers, they just didn't get it. He couldn't get up, he was fucking exhausted and they had him now. 


There wasn't even any point in fighting. It was over. 


He squeezed his eyes shut and curled as best he could into a ball. He didn't even have the energy to kick out 
at the creature that gripped his leg. He'd tried. God knew he'd tried. He just wasn't as strong as the rest of 
them, never had been. Clenching his jaw, he tried his best to blank his mind. It was pointless to focus on all the 


things he would miss. He just hoped someone would take care of Grace. 


There was a crack like the end of the world, and Duff flinched violently, waiting for pain that didn't come. His 


ears rang and his breath rasped in his throat and his entire body screamed and he just wanted to lay down 
and cover his face and hope to God that everything would just fucking sfop for five minutes. Everything 

around him rang and rang, and it felt like his arms were being pulled out of his sockets and he hurt, he just 
fucking hurt. Every bone, every muscle, every fucking inch of skin on his body. It was like a church choir of 


agony, wailing in perfect harmony. 


Then something struck him across the face and he opened his eyes and realized that the ringing was his own 
screaming, and he shut up. The world swam again. There was concrete under his feet, and someone was 
yanking him along the way he'd yanked Axl. He couldn't tell if he'd been bitten. He didn't really want to know. It 
was all too confusing, everything happening at once. He could hear Axl sobbing and yelling, over and over, i he 
alive, is he alive and Duff wanted to yell back. Yes, of course Im alive, fucking idiot, dead people cant hurt this 
bad 


They ran and ran and he wondered if they were ever going to stop, or if he was going to rupture something 
and go down like a sack of soup, and then they were slowing to a walk. Axl still cried in the background, the 
same thing over and over, but now Duff realized that he was saying zy. Izzy's alive. 


A sob tore free from his throat and his head whipped around, but he didn't see Izzy anywhere. Someone's 
hand tightened on his wrist and he looked over and it was Slash, blood dribbling down the side of his face, eyes 
wide and dark and terrified, but it was him. Duff flung himself into Slash's arms and tried to nuzzle into hair 
that wasn't there anymore and screamed in frustration while Slash just laughed and laughed and rubbed his 


back and talked nonsense. They were safe now, more or less. That much Duff understood. 


Voices came from further down the alley, urging them to hurry up, and as they lurched into a clumsy trot 
Duff caught sight of Grace and Dean up ahead, waiting for him. Wearily, he smiled, then focused all his 
diminishing energy on putting one foot in front of the next. They still had a ways to walk, and he was 
exhausted. 


If Only Tonight We Could Sleep 
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It felt strange to be safe. 


The problem, he thought, was that it had been so long since they'd been in a really secure place that he just 
wasn't sure how to cope with it anymore. Every time something made a sound, he was glancing over his 
shoulder. Every time one of the dividers fluttered, he freaked out a little bit. Even the sight of Duff taking off 
his shoes gave him a little thrill of anxiety, what were they supposed To do, after all, if the monsters showed 
up again? Duff couldn't run without shoes on 


Not that he could run at all right now. Slash looked down at his sleeping friend and smiled very faintly. They'd 
been at Steven's warehouse for all of four hours and Duff was already sleeping like a fucking baby. Slash 
envied him that, he didn't think he'd ever fall asleep again because his muscles couldn't seem to stop twitching 
and his mind couldn't seem to stop thinking and the only thing that seemed prudent right now was to wake 
Duff up, grab a gun, and keep running until they were out of the city entirely. But he couldn't do that. He 
wouldnt do that. Duff needed his rest. They all did. 


Their arrival at the warehouse had been somehow anticlimactic. There had been a whirl of people, grabbing and 
talking and stroking and crying, and Steven had sort of stepped up and taken charge, talking over the outcry 
that arose when Max's death was announced. Slash hadn't really listened to the speech. He didn't care what 
these people did, or how upset they were. Duff had almost died out there, they'd thought Izzy was dead, Axl 


was still in shock 


So he'd just sort of stood there like a bump on a log, staring vacantly, until some of the fervor died down, and 
then he'd very politely asked Steven where the fuck he wanted them to bunk down because he was fucking 
exhausted and Duff was about to keel over and if Steven didn't mind he'd really rather not keel over in front 
of this entire band of misfits. Steven had looked ashamed - which Slash felt was only proper - and he'd 
bustled Karen off to find them a place to stay. 


The warehouse had been sectioned off into little cubicles by way of partitions constructed out of crates, 
boxes, wooden screens, curtains, and pretty much anything else people could think to jam up in order to 
maintain some semblance of privacy. It was all quite clever, really, but Slash didn't have the time or the 
inclination to admire. He just followed Karen blindly, Duff's hand clasped in his, and stared the girl down when 
she tried to put them in separate rooms. It might have turned into An Incident had Duff not suggested that 
Grace could take the other room so that she'd be close by if she needed anything, a proposal which Karen 


accepted eagerly. 


And now they were bedded down, Duff snoring gently on top of a thin pile of blankets, his ruined hand cradled 
close to his chest. Slash couldn't help looking at that fucking thing even though every time the remaining 
fingers twitched, he wanted to vomit. Poor kid. He didn't deserve any of this. Slash sighed slightly, leaning back. 
They'd managed to score a room with an actual rock wall, which made brooding a lot easier. A little grin 
twitched his lips, and he shook his head. He ought to be passed out next to Duff. This thinking shit was Izzy's 
shtick. 


It was hard, though. Every time he closed his eyes, he became hyper aware of all the sounds around him, ears 
straining to hear that eerie moaning. He didn't trust the other people in the warehouse to catch it. Not that he 
had anything against them, necessarily, but he'd almost lost Duff twice now and he didn't trust the 
motherfuckers one bit. Why should he? Just because they'd stayed safe this long didn't mean jack. And so he 
kept his shoes on and leaned back against the stone wall and vibrated with nervous tension until his body 


couldn't take anymore. 


"Saul?" Duff's voice seemed to come from very far away, and Slash was suddenly terrified that there was 
something wrong. He clawed his way up out of unconsciousness and sat bolt upright in the middle of their little 


cube, heart racing. 


"What's wrong, baby?" he demanded, reaching out and gripping Duff's good hand. His ears strained to hear the 
sounds of fighting and his muscles tensed so viciously that he was sure he was going to snap like a rubber 


band. 


"Nothing." Duff sounded amused, and Slash forced himself to turn, forced himself to look at Duff's face. He was 
rumpled and ruffled with sleep, but there was a sweet little smile on his face and his eyes were clear for the 
first time in a while. "You didn't look comfy against the wall like that, so | was gonna get you to lay down. Are 
you still tired?" 


Slash thought about it for a second, then shook his head. He must have power napped or something like that; 
the exhaustion would hit him again, but he'd been flying high on nerves and adrenaline for at least another 
hour. Briefly, he considered getting some dinner but at the thought of food, his stomach cramped violently and 
he grimaced. Best leave that till later, then. 


"How are you doing?" he asked, reaching up and cupping Duff's cheek. Duff immediately nuzzled into his touch 
and sighed happily. The way he was acting, you'd think nothing had even happened. It made Slash want to kiss 


him and punch him all at once. "You have any nightmares?" 


"Nope, | slept like a baby!" Duff flung himself backwards and landed in a sprawled, ungainly heap, and Slash was 
forced to smile. Duff looked like some kind of long-legged baby animal when he did that, clumsy and vulnerable 
and sweet. Slash's prick twitched against his leg and he barely stifled a moan Jesus, how long had it been? He 


didn't even remember anymore. 


"Like a baby, huh?" Someone walked past outside and Slash clenched his hands into fists, frustrated. Duff 
nodded his head cheerfully and stretched, back arching, legs spreading, eyes closing in simple pleasure. Slash 
just stared, hand wandering to his lap to cup his erection Fuck it, he'd bent Duff over in plenty of semi-public 
places. They both needed this. 


Purring, he crawled across the floor and ran his fingertips up the inside of Duff's thigh, skin tingling at the 
prospect of touching him again. Duff spread his legs a little wider and gave a soft, teasing laugh just the way 
he used to. His long body squirmed against the hard floor, upsetting their nest of blankets, and his big brown 
eyes focused on Slash's face, round and questioning. Slash just licked his lips and kept coming, easing his body 
on top of Duffs and pinning him down. 


"What're you doing?" Duff demanded, wriggling beneath him. There was a sweet smile on his face as he gazed 
up and Slash thought he'd never been so beautiful. Something about him woke an ache in Slash's heart, and he 
didn't know whether it was for Duff himself or for what had been. "Quit looking at me like that!" 


A blush rose up in Duff's pale cheeks, and Slash laughed, ducking his head to nip at Duff's neck. It had always 
been one of his favorite things about Duff, so long and smooth and graceful. Maybe he'd never consciously 
thought it before, and he'd certainly never said it, but it was always the first thing he went for, lips and teeth 
grazing up and down in hungry, possessive little kisses. Duff moaned and arched against him, and Slash took the 
opportunity to slip between his legs, wedging his hips against Duff's ass to keep him spread out. 


"Saul!" he protested, pushing against Slash's shoulders and squealing happily. "We can't!" Slash calmly ducked 
under the mangled hand, the feel of it against his body scared and disgusted him, but he kept those emotions 
out of his face as he bent over Duff. 


"We can and we will," he purred, licking Duff's lower lip. Duff mewled softly and rolled his hips up, grinding his 
own erection against Slash's hip. God, it felt good, almost like old times. "I don't care if anyone hears us, baby. 
Its not like they don't all know." His lips quirked in wry amusement. Once upon a time, he'd been rabid to keep it 
a secret, but now, what was the fucking point, right? 


Laughing, Duff lifted his arms and twined them around Slash's neck, pulling him close for a kiss. Their lips met 
and Slash nearly came in his pants right then and there; as corny as it sounded, pressing his tongue into Duff's 
mouth, tasting him and knowing that he hadn't changed all that much, made him feel safer than he ever would 
have imagined. Maybe if all this hadn't happened, he and Duff still would have ended up like this. Somehow, 
though, he doubted it. 


Moaning, he kissed his way along Duff's jawline, tongue darting out to taste his skin, and Duff cooed and purred 
and wriggled up eagerly, begging for more. His fingers tangled in Slash's short curls, jerking and slipping, and 
they laughed together about it, Duff making a helplessly embarrassed face and Slash rolling his eyes in mock 
disgust. They'd get used to having no hair, he supposed. They wouldn't like it, but they'd get used to it. Then 
Duff lifted both hands and tried to cup Slash's face and the bandage hiding his mangled fingers touched skin. 


"Saul!" he yelped, a look of wounded confusion settling onto his face as Slash jerked away. His stomach roiled 


and threatened to rebel, but he mastered it and forced himself to smile down at Duff, stroke his cheek. 


"Is okay, baby," Slash murmured, leaning back down and kissing Duff's chin. And it was. He just wasn't 
completely comfortable with Duff's injury. He didn't know if he ever would be, really, but that wasn't the issue 


right now. "Just let me touch you." 


Duff lay in silence, which Slash took to be assent, and he ducked back down and continued his journey up and 
down Duff's neck His teeth grazed collarbone, and he wondered if it had always been that sharply pronounced. 
He tried to remember, then realized that he had no fucking idea how Duff was supposed to feel; as many 
times as they'd fucked before, he'd always been drunk or high. Maybe there was the occasional mostly sober 
blowjob, but he couldn't actually think of a time that he'd touched Duff like this while he was in his right mind. 


Slightly cautious now, he slipped his hands beneath Duff's shirt and stroked the lean muscles of his stomach. 
What if he wasn't attracted to Duff when he was sober? What if he had to be drunk to fuck a guy? In the 
haze of his existential panic, he didn't notice Duff shifting until it was too late; the mutilated hand pressed 
against his face and he couldn't control his reaction this time. He gagged violently and jerked back, clapping a 


hand to his mouth and swallowing convulsively to keep from hurling all over the tiny room. 


"You think I'm disgusting," Duff said, his voice strangely light and wondering. Slash shook his head and tried to 
talk, but the bile still choked his throat and he couldn't force words out just yet. Humiliated, he looked away. 
"No, you do. My hand makes you sick" He fell silent and Slash managed to clear his throat enough to speak. 


"Baby." 


"It makes me sick, too." Duff was staring at his hand now, not even really talking to Slash anymore, and Slash 
could only crouch on the floor and watch in mounting pity and horror. "Sometimes | think maybe | should have 
just taken the whole hand off because then | wouldn't have to look at it all fucked up like this and it wouldn't 
tease me, you know? Cause sometimes | think maybe | could still play if | tried hard enough, and | probably 
could, but the thing is, it doesn't matter. Who cares if | figure out how to play again? It's not like there's 


anyone to listen anymore." 


"No, Duff," Slash protested. He knew Duff was right, but he'd be damned if he was going to admit it. There 
could still be people out there. They had to hope. "No, baby, its not like that!" 


"Yes, it id" Slash's jaw slammed shut so abruptly that he bit his tongue, and tears of surprise sprang to his 
eyes. There was a fierce light in Duff's face that he'd never seen before, and it frightened him. Duff plowed 
on, his furious shout dropping to a helpless, furious snarl. "Its all over, Saul, can't you see that? Even if we do 
make it out alive, and believe me | have my doubts, it's not gonna matter because those fucking things are 
everywhere and all we'll ever do for the rest of our lives is run! We'll run and run and more of us will die and 
when we finally find a place that seems safe and we settle down, they'll just show up again and we'll have to 


run away to some other place that isn't home! 


| wanna go home, goddamn it! | wanna see my dogs and | wanna sleep in my bed and | wanna call my brother 


and ask him how he's doing except | can't because he’s probably dead" Duff's voice rose to a shriek again, but 
Slash could only watch, stunned by the ferocity of Duff's anger. "Everyone we know is dead, Saul, and that's 
only if they're lucky! Most of them are probably shambling around outside looking for people to eat! Don't you 
think about that? Don't you wonder what happened to your family? Don't you wonder what happened to the 
kids you went to school with, or the guys from your first band, or that girl you stood next to in line at the 


supermarket that one time? Don't you?" 


It was clear that he was waiting for a response, so Slash nodded slowly. He hadn't actually considered any of 
that, because he was trying hard to cling to his sanity. But if it made Duff calm down, fine, he'd think about it. 
He'd think about how his mother had probably died wondering if her son was still alive and he'd think about all 
the girls he'd ever dated and how their faces were probably half rotted off by now. Sure, he'd think about it. 


‘I'm sorry," he managed, standing on shaky legs. "Ill go." He didn't know where he was going to go or what he 
was going to do. He was too scared to consider either question because he knew that if he did, only one 
prospect would present itself to him, and he wasn't ready to go there. Not after they'd tried so fucking hard 


to make it. 


"No," Duff said wearily, and just like that all the anger drained out of him. "Don't, l'm sorry. | shouldn't have 
said that." His voice choked a little and Slash's legs crumpled beneath him. He hit the stone floor with his hip 
and swore softly, then reached out. Duff crawled into his arms and nuzzled up against his neck. "I've been 
trying so hard to be good and happy because | didn't want you to worry about me, and all | want to do is 


scream and scream until my lungs explode and I'm sorry, Saul, I'm so fucking sorry!" 


And he wept against Slash's neck, great heaving sobs that felt more like he was convulsing. He clutched at 
Slash's shirt, clung fiercely to him, and this time Slash didn't pull away from his hand. He reached up and 
covered it with his own, squeezing gently, which only made Duff cry harder. Slash wasn't the most in touch 
guy in the entire world, but even he recognized this as a good kind of crying, the cathartic kind, and so he just 
let Duff sob as he rocked him and stroked what was left of his soft hair. 


It might have been minutes or it might have been hours later when Duff's tears dried up and he pulled back 
slowly. His face was puffy, his eyes red-rimmed, his cheeks and nose pink, and as Slash carefully wiped his face 
clean he thought that Duff had never been so perfect as he was right that second. With a soft sigh, he leaned 
in and kissed Duff tenderly on the lips. His skin was clammy with sweat and salty with tears, but he returned 
the kiss eagerly. 


‘| love you, baby," Slash whispered. It almost set Duff off again, but instead he reached out, tugging Slash's 
shirt off and tossing it to the side. His own joined a second later and the two of them stretched out on top of 
their blankets. It smelled like sweat and pain and fear and they both shook as they undressed each other, but 
when Slash wrapped his arms around Duff and pulled him close, they both moaned low, and Slash was distantly 
pleased to discover that it wasn't just the booze and smack that had made Duff beautiful. 


There was no lube and nothing to substitute for lube, so they just made due. Slash pressed his fingers into 
Duff's eager mouth and watched with dark, hungry eyes as Duff sucked at them, running his tongue up and 


down the digits, slicking them as thoroughly as he could. He whimpered when Slash pushed his legs apart, cried 
out when first one, then two fingers slid up inside him, but he didn't pull away and he never flinched from 
Slash's gaze. His cheeks were pink for another reason now, and his eyes had gone fevered and glassy with need 


by the time Slash withdrew his fingers. 


He spit into his cupped hand, knowing that it wasn't good enough, but not having anything else. It would hurt a 
bit, for both of them, and they'd certainly be feeling it in the morning, but neither of them wanted to stop. 
Every time Slash met Duff's eyes, something inside him tightened and lurched painfully and although he didn't 
know what it was or why it was happening, he knew he wanted more. Moaning, he pushed his prick against 


Duff's ass and bit his lower lip. 


Duff welcomed him easily, lifting his legs up and wrapping them tight around Slash's waist to pull him in. There 
was a brief moment of agony as he pressed in, Duff clenching around him in protest of the rough entry, but 
he stroked Duff's face and murmured nonsense words and Duff laughed up at him. His hips eased up and his 
legs clamped down, forcing Slash in deeper. It felt like he could keep going forever and never get sick of it, and 
his arms trembled as he tried to support his weight. 


His hips met Duff's finally, and he bent forward to push his forehead hard against Duff's, panting softly. Their 
lips clashed clumsily and Duff laughed again, staring up at Slash with that sweet, open smile, and this time 
Slash knew it was genuine. He rolled his hips slowly, pulling out just a little before pushing back in, and Duff 


moaned low and clawed at his shoulders. 


Slash took that as the invitation it was and began to move harder, faster. It felt less like he was fucking Duff 
and more like he was grinding into him, forcing their bodies together in a futile attempt to become one person. 
The way Duff twined around him and dragged his ragged nails across his skin only heightened the illusion, and 
Slash was only too happy to lose himself in it. If there was anyone he could spend the rest of his life with, 
however short it might be, it was Duff. And for the first time, entirely selfish, he was glad that all this had 
happened because if it hadn't, if they'd just kept on the way they were going, he never would have touched 
this. 


The thought made him frantic, and he pushed Duff hard against the floor, hips slamming down, prick sliding in 
and out of Duff's battered body. Slash stared down, watched the way Duff's face contorted in ecstasy and 
burning pain, and the way he rode out the pain to snap his hips up, drawing Slash into his body, sharing himself 
eagerly. What if he'd never noticed how much he needed Duff? What if they'd just tumbled into each other's 


beds until it no longer became convenient, and then just went their separate ways? 


Slash slammed hard into Duff one last time, muffling a howl against his shoulder and holding him tight as he 
came. The pleasure was bittersweet, cut with terror and a fierce, gut-wrenching possessiveness that hurt him 
more viciously than anything else ever had. He needed Duff, wouldn't survive without him, and the fear of 


losing him grew to a frantic, gnawing panic in his chest and he clutched Duff close, babbling without words. 


Duff's hands smoothed across the back of his skull, soothing and sweet, and Slash lifted his head slowly. There 


was a thick, slippery heat against his stomach and when he forced his eyes to focus, he saw the sated smile 


on Duff's face. He couldn't remember if they'd ever come together like that before, but it seemed right that 
they should do so now. Still shaking, he dipped his head and kissed Duff, stroking his tongue into Duff's mouth 


and claiming him. 


"Are you all right?" Duff murmured, and Slash nodded. The panic was receding slightly, and he knew if he gave 
it time it would retreat to a dull ache in the back of his mind. He'd always been good at not dwelling on the 
really important things. 


‘Im fine," he answered, rolling over. Duff tucked himself up against Slash's body and Slash sighed softly. "How 


are you?" 


"Wondering if you meant it when you said you loved me," Duff answered. Slash burst out laughing; he had no 
choice. Of all the things that Duff could have said, all the little sweet nothings he could have uttered before 
they dropped off to sleep, he went and picked that. 


"Of course | meant it" The sincerity in his voice was more than enough to convince Duff, and Slash was glad 
for it. He didn't want to have to explain that what he felt was so much more than love. He didn't know if he 
was equipped for that conversation just this second. 


‘| love you too, Saul.” 


"I know, baby." They drifted off to sleep again, and this time Slash didn't care that neither of them were 


wearing shoes. 


Red € Blazing 
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*faints dead away * 


Izzy wanted to throw things at the wall Not big things, not things that would shatter or make noise or cause 
people to come running in to stare and ask him if he was all right. He didn't want to make a scene; he never 
wanted to make a scene. He just wanted to watch something strike the bricks and bounce back. A quarter, 
maybe, or a baseball. Something that would create a soothingly mindless and repetitive pattern. Throw, bounce, 


catch, throw, bounce, catch, and so on. 


There was nothing, though. He didn't know where all his loose change had wandered off to. It hadn't seemed 
very pressing to keep track of it, so now when he found himself sorely in need of a quarter to throw, he had 
nothing. There were his shoes, of course, but he hardly thought they'd make a good projectile. Much too 
irregular. He'd just end up smacking himself in the face with one and then he'd never hear the end of it. 


Although who, exactly, he thought was going to make fun of him he couldn't really say. Duff and Slash had 
been packed off quickly when it looked like Slash was about to start a fight, and Izzy was fairly sure that 
they'd sleep like logs, wake up and fuck, maybe get some food, and then sleep some more. He wouldn't see so 
much as a hair off either's head for the next two days at the very least. Steven was busy, of course, and 
god only knew where Axl had gotten off to, so that pretty much left himself as his sole entertainment. He was 
used to being alone, or at least he'd thought he was. But sitting in this depressing little cubicle, two brick walls 
and two dingy curtains with a pile of ragged blankets in the corner, was the most isolated he'd ever been, and 


this time it wasn't by choice. 


Sighing, he kicked off his shoes and stretched out on the blankets. He ought to try and sleep, but the thought 
of closing his eyes was repellant. He couldn't say why, though, and that seemed to be the problem. There was 
a deep, gnawing restlessness twitching in his belly and it was taking all his willpower not to stand up and walk 
out of the warehouse and just keep going until he either died or found some place that suited his needs. 


He flipped over on his side and drew his legs up to his chest and wondered. What had happened to his family? 
Was his brother still alive, and his parents? What about his dog? What about that girl down at the gas station 
where he bought his cigarettes, the one that wore too much eye makeup and flirted shamelessly with him? 
Was she dead too? Did it matter? He hadn't even known her name, and yet somehow the thought that she 
wasn't there anymore made him want to scream and slam his fist against the bricks until his knuckles split to 


the bone. 


Instead he lay on his side, eyes wide and unfocused. The bricks became a fuzzy wash of gray and he tried to 


think of soothing things, things that bore no relation to the world that he'd once inhabited. The ocean, perhaps, 
repetitive and yet irregular, so immense that it could easily drown all of humanity's problems. He thought 
about sneaking out and walking down to the docks and flinging himself in. The only thing that stopped him was 
the fact that he couldn't be certain he'd make it. He had no desire to become one of the living dead, but the 
thought of breathing in the sea, becoming part of all that mind-boggling complexity, was almost tempting 
enough to risk it. 


"Scuse me?" 


It took Izzy a long minute to realize that the hesitant greeting was addressed to him. Slowly, he forced his 
eyes to focus, then he sat up and turned. Scott, the kid from the hotel, stood in what could be termed the 
doorway, a hesitant look on his beautiful face. Izzy stared at him, wondering at his sudden urge to reach out 


and haul Scott into his lap. 


"I didn't mean to interrupt anything," Scott said, shuffling his feet. There was something in his hand, but the 
blankets blocked Izzy's view. He nodded patiently and Scott continued. "I was just wondering if | could come in 


for a little bit." 


"Sure." Izzy was slightly surprised that Scott would seek his company, and slightly annoyed that his train of 
thought had been interrupted, but both feelings were overpowered by a desperate need for company. "I was 


just kinda staring at the wall. If you want, you can lean against it and I'll stare at you. Liven up the scenery a 


little bit" 


Scott smiled faintly and flushed at the tinge of bitterness in Izzy's voice, but he came into the cubicle. There 
was a guitar in his hand, and Izzy's heart lurched against his ribcage. So Scott had managed to save it after all, 
He held out his hand and Scott surrendered the instrument willingly, smiling happily as Izzy bent over it and 
began to fuss with the tuning, It felt good to be doing something familiar, and his hands skipped and stroked 


across the guitar with the mindless ease of long practice. 


"You look good like that" Scott bit his lip as Izzy looked up, and their eyes met for a second before Scott 
tipped his chin and directed his gaze at the ground. "If you don't mind my asking, what happened?" 


"What do you mean?" One of his fingers struck a sour note and Izzy grimaced, reaching up to fiddle with the 


tuning some more. 
‘| mean when we were trying to get here," Scott said, and Izzy froze. 


İt was the blood that he couldn't handle, like a fucking horror movie, ropes of congealed dark red mess flying out of 
the backs of their fucking heads when he shot them, one bullet after another, barrel of the rifle glowing red hot, 
and those fucking things just coming closer and closer until he couldnt stand it anymore and he'd melted back into 
the shadows, searching for his friends, meaning to drag them fo safety lke he had before, anywhere as long as it 
was away from this goddamn massacre and then he'd heard Axl screaming, screaming like his heart was broken and 


he'd frozen and it was Duff who'd saved Axl in the end because all lezy could do was stand there in the mouth of 


an alleyway with his hands clasped over his ears, moaning and crying because he'd fucked up again, hed failed Axl 


again and 


"| don't wanna talk about it" His voice was flat and Scott recoiled a little. Izzy gentled his tone and continued. 
‘lm sorry. I'm just sick and fucking tired of all the blood and death and horror, and I'm even sicker of reliving 


it for the people who weren't there." 


‘lm sorry." Scott looked ashamed and angry all at once, and Izzy wondered what he'd done wrong this time. 


"Everyone thought you were dead. | just wanted to know how you managed to join back up with the group." 


"It isn't important, is it? I'm here now." He strummed a chord and closed his eyes. It wasn't a perfect tune, but 


it would do for now. "When we were at the hotel, you said something about singing. You still interested?" 


"| dunno, maybe later." Izzy opened his eyes and stared Scott full in the face, expecting to find sullen anger. 
Instead, he saw a bright, deep hunger in the other man's eyes and he realized that Scott hadn't come to his 
cubicle to return the guitar at all. Slowly, Izzy set the instrument aside and rested his hands on his knees, 
voice soft and teasing. 


"You got something else in mind?" 


"Might do," Scott answered, biting his lower lip. He was a gorgeous little creature, all skin and bones and big 
needy eyes. Izzy reached out to him and Scott crawled into his lap, straddling his hips and drawing a shaky 
breath. "Been a while since | did this." 


"You and me both," Izzy answered. His hands framed Scotts face and their lips met hesitantly. Scott wasn't like 
the boys that he used to fuck, all sweet and pliant and worshipful. There was something sharp in him, 
something brittle and diamond-hard and burning. lzzy'd seen it when they met there in the hotel, and now here 
it was again and this time Scott was offering it to him. It'd been so long since he'd touched anything worth 
touching. 


Moaning, he wrapped his arms tight around Scott's waist and pressed forward, tongue sliding deep into Scott's 
mouth as they tumbled back onto the pile of blankets. Scott reacted eagerly to Izzy's advances, wrapping his 
skinny legs around Izzy's hips and arching his back so hard that he looked like he might snap in two. Izzy sighed 
against Scot's lips and closed his eyes and ran his fingers down Scott's lean side, cataloguing all the ways that 


he was different from Axl. 


Scott broke the kiss, pushing Izzy back by the shoulders and fixing him with a bright, fevered stare. "You can 
fuck me," he breathed. Izzy clutched him hard, fingers digging into Scotts ribcage. How long had he been 
hearing no, and now here was this beautiful boy who barely even knew him, spreading his legs and offering 
himself up? Izzy was under no illusions that Scott was doing it because of any sort of mutual attraction, they 
both wanted something and for a moment Izzy was disgusted by the blatant manner in which they were using 
one another. Then Scott twisted his clever little hips and shoved his erection against Izzy's thigh, and Izzy 
stopped thinking about it altogether. 


His hands were rough as he stripped Scott's clothes off, fingers clutching, scraping, bruising pale skin as they 
dragged down Scott's lean form. Scott didn't seem to mind; in fact, he greeted the rougher touches with low, 
breathy moans that made Izzy's prick twitch against his thigh. Scott twisted away from his clothing, his own 
hands tearing at Izzy's jeans, ripping them open so roughly that the zipper popped. It briefly occurred to lzzy 
that he probably wouldn't be able to find a replacement pair that easily, and then Scotts skinny body arched 
and twisted against him, fever-hot and clinging, and the thought melted away. 


Izzy's hips slammed down, pinning Scott against the sheets, and they moaned in unison, Scott's long hands 
slipping up to scrape across the back of Izzy's head. He jerked Izzy's face down and their mouths clashed, lips 
and teeth crashing together with a violence that surprised Izzy. He tasted blood and when he pulled back, 
Scotts lips and chin were vivid with streaked scarlet. It didn't matter who it belonged to, they could both see 
it, they could both taste it, and they both wanted more. 


There was no more foreplay, Izzy spit on his fingers and shoved them hard into Scott, his face twisting in a 
snarl. Usually, he wasn't like this. Usually, he took his time, felt things out, so terrified of hurting someone 
that he almost didn't want to touch them at all. Scott took it all gratefully, arching his back and keening as he 
fucked himself against Izzy's fingers, little hips rolling and twisting to draw the digits in deeper. Izzy watched 
with wide eyes, lips parted in amazement. Was this what sex was supposed to be like? Christ, no wonder people 
feared and hated it. Watching Scott like this, desperate and flushed and gorgeous, Izzy couldn't think of a single 
thing that he wouldn't do to keep this boy safe. 


Gasping, he yanked his fingers out and shifted forward, settling his hips between Scotts legs, but Scotts hands 
slammed into his shoulders, pushing him back. Izzy stared in astonishment, his entire body trembling, but 
before he could voice the scream of frustration that lurked in his throat, Scott leaned close. His lips brushed 


Izzy's ear and left smudges of red there, wet and vital, and his voice was little more than a breathy whisper. 
"Let me ride you." 


Izzy was sitting back, shoulders propped against the wall before his brain caught up to his body, and by then 
Scott was lowering himself into Izzy's lap, wrapping his long legs around Izzy's hips. They stared at each other 
as Scott slid down, reaching back to grasp Izzy's prick and guide it inside. He was tight, impossibly tight, and 
Izzy would have sworn he was a virgin except for the way that he arched and squirmed, and the way his 
lashes fluttered against his high cheekbones. Scott was no stranger to this, and a bright thread of relief 
flashed through Izzy's mind. 


Scott moaned softly as he worked his way down, and Izzy tried to focus on his face, on the way his lips parted 
and his fingers worked, the way his eyes rolled and the way his cheeks seemed to flush brighter and brighter. 
His eyes refused to focus, though, and he could only dig his nails into Scotts hips and try to control himself. 
The deeper his prick pushed in, the harder his body trembled until he was shaking and gasping and clinging tight 
to Scotts skinny frame, fully sheathed inside him. 


Scott wasn't in much better shape, which alleviated some of the humiliation of losing control. He whispered 


nonsense in Izzy's ears, tried to comb his fingers through the short stubble on Izzy's skull, wound his legs 
around Izzy's hips and shook his head back and forth even as his hips began to roll. He patted Izzy's shoulders 
and murmured endearments and slapped him on the leg every time he tried to move. Izzy finally subsided, 
confused and aroused and hopelessly enchanted, and he watched Scott fuck himself, his sole contribution to 
rest his hands on Scott's hips. 


Scott made beautiful noises as he squirmed and twitched in Izzy's lap, mewling and squealing, obviously holding 
back. Izzy wondered what he sounded like under normal circumstances, whether he screamed and wailed and 
cried out the name of whoever was inside him. The thought made him twitch and draw back a little; he wasn't 
sure of much, but he did know that he didn't much care to hear his name leave Scott's lips in that breathy 
gasp. As beautiful as Scott was, he wasn't who Izzy truly wanted, though the way he moved and the sensation 
of his hips stabbing into Izzy's hands was close enough to Axl that it was easy to close his eyes and pretend. 


And with only a slight twinge of guilt, he did. He imagined that it was Axl in his lap, Axl's hands roaming across 
his chest, scratching and pinching at his flesh. He imagined Axl as he was, long red hair and sneering lips, 
cheekbones that made his face graceful instead of gaunt, that mocking light in his eyes that drove Izzy crazy. 
His fingers dug deeper into Scotts hips and he began to thrust, ignoring the little squeals and whispers of 
protest. He knew what he wanted now and he blocked out everything that didn't fit in with his fantasy. 


In his mind, Axl wanted him, had always wanted him, and he'd come to the depressing little cubicle with wide 
eyes and open palms. He'd stripped himself bare before Izzy's approving gaze and then he'd crawled into Izzy's 
lap and pushed himself down onto Izzy's prick, gasping and crying and saying that it felt better than he'd 
expected, better than he'd wanted. And Izzy wrapped his arms around Axl and kissed his neck and fucked him 
hard, murmuring into his ear about how he loved him, how he'd always loved him, and Scott sobbed against 
Izzy's chest and raked his nails down Izzy's back and tried to convince himself that Izzy wasn't thinking about 
that little bitch with the red hair even as Izzy jerked forward and came with a guttural moan. 


They detangled themselves slowly, Scott's face flushed and ashamed, Izzy's detached and emotionless. He 
pushed Scott onto his back and slid his lips down the length of Scott's shaft, taking him all the way into his 
throat, and Scott came with a soft cry, his eyes open wide in surprise. Izzy knew as he sat up, wiping his 
mouth, that Scott hadn't expected any such kindness and he knew too that Scott wasn't an idiot. his fingers 
stroked across the back of Scott's trembling hand, and he sighed. 


"l'm sorry." What was he sorry for? God only knew. Sorry for pretending, sorry for being in love with someone 
else, sorry for not being who Scott wanted him to be. He didn't know what to say, only that he had to say 


something. 


"| know." Scott didn't shy away from his touch, a miracle in itself, and he managed a faint, pained smile. "It's all 
right, | understand. | just." He bit his lip and looked away, then scrubbed a hand across his face. "I guess | was 
looking for something you didn't have." His lips quirked in a self-deprecating smile and he shrugged his narrow 
shoulders. "It's not your fault.” 


"If things were normal, I'd ask you to dinner to try and make it up to you," Izzy answered ruefully, and Scott's 


laugh was humorless. He leaned his head against Izzy's shoulder and sighed. 
"That'd be nice." 


"How about instead, you come back after I've rested a bit - say four hours - and I'll play for you." It was a 


sad, lame substitute, but Scott's face lit up and he kissed Izzy gently on the cheek 


"That sounds good," he murmured, and would have said more but a noise from the curtains interrupted him. 
They both whirled as someone cleared his throat and Izzy's heart sank into his stomach at the familiar flash 
of red hair. Axl stared at him coldly, trembling with repressed rage, and lzzy barely mastered the urge to 
scream at him. What the fuck did you expect? 


"If you're finished with your romantic interlude," he growled, "Steven wants to see us." And before Izzy could 
respond, before he could explain or at least apologize, Axl was gone. He stared at the wall, not even registering 
Scott as he gathered his clothes and slipped out without saying goodbye. How long had Axl been standing there? 
Had he heard anything? Had he seen anything? 


It didnt much matter one way or another, Izzy supposed. Numb, he gathered his clothes and got dressed, 
briefly staring at the broken zipper on his jeans before shrugging and knotting a shirt around his waist to hide 
the damage. He knew it wasn't his fault for finding someone else to keep him company, if only briefly, but he 
couldn't help but feel that he'd somehow betrayed Axl. It was a familiar sensation, foo familiar, and he fought 
it unsuccessfully, hating the fact that even after all they'd been through, after all he'd seen and done, a single 
look from Axl Rose could undo him so much. And for the first time in months, his fingers twitched towards 
the crook of his elbow, aching for something to kill the pain. 


Rub Til It Bleeds 


Author's Notes: 
| didn\'t actually want to post this one until the next chapter was finished, because not a whole lot happens 
and it\'s kind of short. But | asked around and general consensus was \'Post it now, ya lazy bitch!\’ so here it 


is. 


Axl's hands were bleeding. He knew it, felt it as a dull throb with every pulse of his heartbeat, as a steady 
trickling drip down the ruined skin of his knuckles, as a sharp pain with every twitch of his fingers. He was 
aware of eyes on him, horrified whispers following in his wake. Everyone wondered what he'd done to himself, 
but no one came up and asked. There was something forbidding in the set of his mouth, something dangerous 


in his wide eyes. 


It kept replaying in his mind. Izzy's lips sliding down that boy's prick, his fingers curling in the nest of blankets, 
the quick jerk of his throat as he swallowed. Axl's fingers twitched again and he cursed under his breath. The 

physical pain let him stay remote from what he'd witnessed, but every time he thought about it the fury in 

his chest blossomed a little bigger, burned a little hotter, and he had to rake his ragged nails across raw flesh 
to push it back down. 


He was late for the meeting, and he knew what they'd all say. Axl is even late to the end of the world, ha ha 
ha Let them laugh now. Let them make jokes about him. He knew that Izzy, at least, wouldn't be smiling. He 
doubted that Izzy would ever smile again, and that thought suited him just fine. 


He paused for a second to regain his bearings, then started off again, ignoring the murmurs that trailed after 
him. Steven had mentioned an office, tucked off in the front eastern corner of the warehouse. It would afford 
them a small measure of privacy while they planned their next move. He'd looked worried when he asked Axl to 
go find Izzy, eyes shifting restlessly from side to side. Axl wasn't stupid, he knew what Steven was thinking. 
With Max gone, there was no strong central leadership and this little band of merry adventurers was either 


going to disintegrate and scatter or rot away in the warehouse, and Steven didn't want to be a part of it. 


Axl agreed in principle, but part of him was intrigued by the idea of stepping up, rallying the downtrodden 
masses. He imagined himself at the head of a straggling army of survivors, stepping over a hill and looking 
down into a sheltered valley where they would be safe. It was all very Biblical and silly, and he supposed it 
came from watching too many movies, but it was a pleasant image. Far nicer than some of the other pictures 


that were floating through his mind. 


He caught sight of the office finally, peeking out from behind a few of the sad little cubicles that people had 
erected. There were figures moving around inside, one tall outline that was definitely Duff, and a few others 
that were probably Steven and Slash. He didn't see Izzy, but that didn't mean anything. He might be sitting 


down, or he might be away from the window, or he might be hiding behind someone else. 


No such luck, and he knew it. He knew things couldn't go his way, couldn't ever go his way. Not when he was a 
kid, not when he was a teenager, not when he'd finally made it in the world That was the cruelest joke. He'd 
finally accomplished everything he wanted, finally dragged himself up to the top of the game, and what 
happened? No backlash, no bad reviews, no deserting fans. None of the usual shit, no. Not for Axl Rose. For W. 
Axl Rose, the world itself screeched to a fatal, crashing halt. He supposed he should be flattered. 


So it didn't really come as any surprise when Izzy materialized from behind a raggedy lean-to and fell into step 
with him. It was to his credit that he didn't stop short and punch Izzy right in his lying, slutty face. He just 


kept on walking, more aware now than ever of the droplets of blood that fell in his wake. 
"Axl." 


"Don't bother." He was proud of himself for keeping the anger out of his voice. What should he be angry about, 
after all? It wasn't like he and Izzy were together, was it? Izzy had sucked his cock once, and he could easily 
put that down to extreme circumstances. It didn't matter. It didn't "I'm fine." 


‘lm not" Izzy sounded miserable and his steps lagged. He obviously wanted Axl to slow down so that they could 
talk. Axl kept right on walking, head held high. "Listen, l'm not proud of what | did. | shouldn't have fucked Scott. 
It wasn't what he needed and it certainly wasn't what | needed. But I'm not sorry, Axl." 


"Why should you be?" His voice was lofty now, uncaring. Let Izzy bash his head against a brick wall trying to 


make him understand. It was unimportant. 


"l." That gave Izzy pause, and he actually stopped walking. Five paces away and Axl stopped as well. As much as 
he was trying to convince himself that he didn't give a shit, he was enjoying Izzy's torment. It served the 
cheating bastard right. "Axl, please. Don't be like that. | don't have the patience for this crap right now." 


"But you evidently have the patience to string me along and then drop me as soon as some skinny twink waves 
his ass in your face!" It hadn't been what he'd planned to say, but from the look on Izzy's face it had done 


more damage than any of the scathing comebacks he had stored away. 


"You dropped mel" Izzy hissed in return, stalking forward. He stopped not three inches from Axl's face, and Axl 
mastered the impulse to recoil. He didn't like the light in Izzy's eyes, not least because he knew that there was 


no intimidating him. "You haven't fucking talked to me since.." 


"Since you sucked my dick," Axl supplied, lips twisting in what he hoped was disdain. It didn't feel like it, though. 
In truth, it felt more like confused petulance, and he hated himself for it. "What the fuck did you want me to 
say? What the fuck did you want me to do?" 


"| don't know!" Izzy's voice was rising slowly, gradually, and Axl tucked his wounded hands behind his back 
"Maybe you could have tried acting like a human being! Maybe you could have let me kiss you. Maybe you 


could have come and laid down with me and accepted some simple fucking contact for once in your life. Maybe 


you could have stopped trying to fucking shut me out like you've been doing since you got to LA!" 
"| have nof--" 


"Yes! You have!" Izzy cut him off with a vehemence that surprised Axl. A month ago, Izzy wouldn't have raised 
his voice, let alone interrupted. The world had changed, and they had changed right along with it. "You have 
been pushing me away harder and harder ever since we started this fucking band. Why, Axl?" 


| haven't!" To his ears, his voice sounded shrill and panicked. Had he been distancing himself from Izzy? He 


didn't think so, but clearly Izzy did. "I've been.. busy. Doing things. For the band!" 


"You're a fucking idiot, Billy." The way Izzy said it, the way his thin lips curled so scornfully around Axl's 


Christian name, made Axl want to hit him. 


So he did, right in the face, leaving a smear of bright blood across Izzy's gaunt cheek. Izzy staggered back a 
few steps, eyes wide, but he offered no resistance. He just stood there and fucking stared, just like he always 
had, asking with his eyes and challenging with his posture. Axl had always hated the way he stood, shoulders 
pushed forward to keep people away, head up and eyes focused to invite them in. If only he wasn't so fucking 
confusing! If only Axl knew what the fuck he wanted. 


"Stop calling me that," he said in a low voice. Several people had stopped to stare at them, but no one tried to 
intervene. Axl did his best to ignore them all, but he felt like he was in an unscripted play, acting for their 
amusement without knowing where it was going. For once, he didn't want the attention. He stepped closer to 
Izzy, whispering so that the onlookers couldn't hear. "My name is Axl. Billy is dead and he has been for a long 


time." 


"That's too bad," Izzy murmured back. His dark eyes were distant, strange, and they stared fixedly at Axl's 


face, searching it for something. Axl fought the urge to turn away. "| was in love with him." 


It shouldn't have shocked him, and really, it didn't. He'd always know that Izzy had some kind of weird queer 
thing for him, had seen the way that Izzy stared at him when they were on stage together. He'd made a game 
of it in the early days, winding himself around Izzy, shoving the microphone into his face, gripping him by the 
hair while he played. He liked the way Izzy's eyes would burn, the way he would vanish after the show and 
come sauntering in half an hour later with a satisfied glow in his cheeks and empty, aching hunger in his eyes. 
Of course he had known, he wasn't stupid, but to hear it now, after everything that had happened to them and 


between them.. 


"Then it's a good thing he wasn't around to see you fucking cheat on him." Sick of the conversation and the 
ache that was building in his throat, Axl turned and walked away. He expected Izzy to grab him by the 
shoulder and whirl him back around, but he didn't even hear Izzy's footsteps following him. A very small part 
of him was disappointed. 


He pushed open the door to the office and met the eyes of each one of his friends. Slash, leaning against the 


desk with loose-limbed ease, Duff tucked in the corner with the same contentment in his eyes. Steven up 
against the wall, agitated and wild-eyed. They all took him in the second he walked through the door and Slash 


was the one who spit out the question first. 


"What the fuck happened to your hands?" There was a queasy horror in his voice when he said it, and Axl saw 
the way that his eyes darted momentarily towards Duff. For a second, Axl felt bad and his own gaze flew to 
Duff, but Duff just sat there, big brown eyes placid and vaguely puzzled. 


"Nothing," he snapped. "| was frustrated" He didn't say so, but it hadn't been anything so dramatic as punching 
a wall until his knuckles bled He had struck the bricks once or twice, yes, but the majority of the damage was 
done when he'd ground his hands against the hard stone and dragged them down. At the time, he'd welcomed 
the pain. Now, he was just ashamed of himself for acting out so stupidly. 


"Where's Izzy?" Steven asked. Axl stared at him, then turned and sat down in the corner, holding his injured 
hands close against his chest and ducking his head. He didn't want to fucking talk about Izzy. He didn't ever 
want to talk about Izzy again. 


He was spared further questions by Izzy's arrival. There was no more blood on his face, but his eyes were as 
hollow as Axl's felt, and he sat down in a corner of the room as well, curling his knees up to his chest and 


nodding slightly to the subdued greetings of his friends. Axl hated him for looking so fucking calm. 


"All right, guys," Steven said, hesitant and quiet. No one moved to interrupt him, though, and his voice quickly 
gained strength. "I know you all haven't noticed the way things around here have changed, since you only just 
got here, but.. shit's starting to go wrong. Everyone is restless, no one knows what to do. There's a lot of 


arguing about whether we should move on or stay here, and it already looks like itll take them more time than 


they have left to decide." 


"So?" Slash reached up to run a hand through his hair and stopped short. Axl felt his pain there; his own 
fingers strayed to the shorn mess of his hair and he shivered involuntarily. "Let's pack up and go, just the five 
of us. Just like it always was." 


"Six now," Duff corrected gently. "We can't leave Grace." 


"Six," Slash amended, reaching down and pressing his hand to the top of Duff's head. They looked comforted, 
stronger and calmer than before. Axl wondered what had passed between them, wondered why the same thing 


hadn't happened for him. 


"Seven," Steven interjected. "I want Karen to come with us, and we might add on a few more. Dean DeLeo is 
pretty eager to get out of here and if he comes, Scott will come with him." Axl noted with sick satisfaction 
the way that Izzy flinched, and the way all the blood drained from his cheeks. Good! He hoped Izzy was fucking 


miserable over it. 


itll be harder to travel with a big group," Izzy said quietly. Everyone's eyes turned to him, and he shied away 


from the attention slightly. There was a bruise blooming on his cheek, and Axl marked it with a queasy feeling 
of triumph. "We'll have to carry more supplies. Itll be harder to hide." He paused for a second, just long enough 
for everyone to think that he was finished. "Besides, where are we going to go?" 


That gave them all pause, and Axl picked reflexively at his fingers. It hadn't ever really occurred to him where 
they would go once they escaped the city. He'd just sort of assumed that the zombies hadn't made it that far 
out, that they'd hit the city limits and there would be a quarantine crew, rescue choppers. In spite of all of his 
fantasies about saving everyone, he'd always relied on the fact that somehow this horror had only happened in 
this one city, to this one unfortunate group. He could tell by the grim set of Izzy's mouth that Izzy had no 


such hopes for the future, and something down deep in his belly went cold. 


Steven rubbed his face and nodded acknowledgement of the question. It seemed that he'd been considering it as 
well, a fact which made Axl feel stupid and childish. A quick glance at Slash and Duff confirmed that they, too, 
thought it a valid concern. He folded his arms across his chest and huddled further back in the corner, eyes 
wide. Was he the only one who thought things would turn out all right? 


"I know, | know. There's been a lot of talk about it, and no one can quite agree on what to do. Some people think 
we ought to get a ship and head out to sea Problem with that is, we can't survive indefinitely out there and 
there really aren't that many inhabitable islands that aren't already inhabited, and we have to assume that any 
place with any sort of sizeable population is going to be just like here. So that's pretty much out," Steven said. 
Duff leaned forward. 


"What about north?" he asked. "There aren't that many people up north and | don't guess that the creatures 


would survive real well in the cold, or at least they wouldn't be able to move well through snow...” 


"True, but what about us?" Steven rubbed his face again and tipped his head back. "We can't exactly brave the 


elements either." 


"No, but | bet we could find an abandoned schoolhouse or office building or something in a relatively small 
town, and we could live in that. | bet we could even make a greenhouse and grow some food." Duff seemed 


pleased with his idea, and honestly, Axl couldn't find much fault with it. Except for one little thing.. 


"That's an awful long way to walk, don't you think?" Everyone turned to look at him, everyone but Izzy. Part of 
Axl was satisfied that Izzy couldn't look him in the face, and part of him was heartbroken "I mean, we can't 


just pile in a car, can we? The roads are all fucked up." 


He could see by the crestfallen expression on Duff's face that he'd been suggesting exactly that, and that in 
his enthusiasm he'd neglected to take into account the fact that there were cars and bodies strewn all over 
the roads. Axl didn't know what it looked like outside the city - part of him still held out hope that things 
would be all right in spite of everyone else's obvious conviction to the contrary - but he was damn sure they 
couldn't get a car out of the city itself, and he doubted very seriously the possibility of finding a suitable 


vehicle once they got out on the road. 


"| suppose we'll just have to find out," Steven said. There was a disturbing ring of finality to his voice and Axl 
protested at once. 


"You can't possibly think that we're all gonna just pack up and walk out of here on the off chance of finding a 
fucking way out" He looked around, searching for support and finding only guarded stares. "Steven, it's fucking 
suicide! You have to have a plan! You have to get supplies and ammunition and make sure you've got 


somewhere to stay! For fuck's sake, there's a child to think about!" 


"I didn't mean leave right now," Steven answered, cocking an eyebrow. Suddenly, Axl felt very stupid, very naive. 
Something in Steven's voice suggested that he should have known better, and from the faintly puzzled looks of 
the others, he saw that he was the only one who'd misunderstood. "| meant we can get a team together, check 
out our options, come back here, and plan. Honestly, | don't like the idea of going north any better than | like 
the idea of going to sea. But | think at this point its our best bet. Duff's right, it'll be less populated the 


further into Canada we go but we should still be able to find a small town that we can set up shop in" 


"That's assuming we make it out of the city at all” Izzy was so quiet that Axl wasn't sure at first if he'd said 


anything. There was a long, awkward silence, then Steven spoke again 


"We kind of have to assume that, don't we?" His voice was strange, stern. Axl had never seen him act this 
way, hadn't even known he was capable of it. Maybe it was because he was off the drugs, maybe it was 
because he just didn't have any other choice. Either way, it was disconcerting. "If we don't, we might as well 
just stay here in the warehouse until our food runs out. Hell, we might as well just walk out and give 


ourselves up!" 


"Why don't we go get a few things together, sleep on it, and head out in the morning?" Slash interrupted. Axl 
hunched further in the corner, unsure of whether it freaked him out more that Steven was being aggressive 


or that Slash was playing peacemaker. 


"That's probably a good idea" Steven looked exhausted. Hell, he looked absolutely haggard. "Everyone, try to get 
a decent amount of sleep tonight. Duff, I'll ask Karen if she can keep an eye on Grace tomorrow, unless you 
wanna stay with her?" 


Duff thought for a second, then shook his head and twined his fingers with Slash's. Axl felt like he should want 
to vomit, but instead he was just sad. Slowly, he stood up, but he lingered in the corner, waiting for everyone 
else to leave first. He didn't want any of them looking at him; just being in the same room with them was 
starting to make his skin crawl. So he skulked and he waited and finally they all filed out, Duff and Slash talking 


in low tones together, Steven staggering a little, and Izzy. 


Izzy fucking hesitating at the door, turning back to stare at him. Axl met his gaze, chin lifted, eyes bright. No 
matter how tired he was, no matter how freaked out, he would be damned before he'd let Izzy Stradlin get the 
best of him. The longer they stared, though, the more he started to suspect that Izzy wasn't trying to wring 
anything out of him. There was something in the set of his face, something weary around his eyes. 


"For what it's worth," he murmured. "I'm sorry | hurt you." 


"You didn't" It didn't feel like a lie, and Axl stuttered a little in surprise. Hadn't it hurt him? Hadn't it broken his 
fucking heart to see Izzy paying attention to some other guy? "You... | don't know what you did, Izzy. Christ. 
Can't we talk about this later?" He was suddenly so tired that all his bones felt like lead. Izzy stepped back into 


the room, closed the door behind him. 


"No. We might die tomorrow, and | at least want to know that you don't hate me." There was that weird light 
in Izzy's eyes again, the one that raised the hairs on the back of Axls neck. 


"We're not gonna die," Axl whispered. His hands knotted in his shirt and the scabs broke, leaking a dark trickle 
of blood that stained his shirt. "We'll make it, lz You know we will." 


"We might not" Izzy's voice was harsh, angry. Axl bit his lower lip and looked anywhere but at Izzy's face, 
terrified of the intensity in his eyes. “Axl, please. Just.. l'm sorry. | shouldn't have, but its been a long time 
and it's been hard. Really fucking hard, and he was there and he.. fuck.. he reminded me of you, and." 


Silence fell. Neither of them moved for the space of several heartbeats, and Axl's mind whirled frantically. 
Reminded Izzy of him? Had he ever been like that little waif, like that mincing pointy-faced little faggot? He 
wanted to be angry, wanted to dive into that familiar emotion and just let loose on Izzy the way he had before, 
but for once the fury wouldn't come. He knew perfectly well what Izzy meant. He and Scott weren't so 
different. Brittle, sharp. Confused and damaged and reaching out as best as they knew how. Scott just happened 
to be better at it than Axl was. 


"Hts all right," he sighed. All the fight had drained out of him, and all he wanted now was to lie down in his bed 
of rags and sleep until the sun went out. He didn't know, couldn't see, but for the first time since he was a 
child, the stiffness went out of his shoulders and the hard lines around his eyes smoothed away. "l know. Just.. 


| know." 


He stepped forward, pressed his palms against Izzy's chest. It was lean and hot and it trembled under his 
fingers. Izzy's breath rasped harshly in his throat and Axl knew that in spite of everything, in spite of the 
world being so fucked up and in spite of all the trouble they'd had, just his touch was enough to make Izzy 
hard. He relished the thought, tucked it away for further examination. Then he rose up on his toes and kissed 


Izzy gently on the mouth. 

There was nothing special about it, no tongue, no desperate gasping or grabbing or clutching. Izzy kept his 
hands to himself and Axl let their lips touch just long enough to let Izzy know that this conversation wasn't 
over, it was merely on hold. When he stepped back, there were twin flames in Izzy's cheeks and his eyes were 
vivid with need. Still, he didn't move except to brush his fingers against Axl's wrist. 


"There," Axl said, trying to muster a smile. "I guess | owed you that.” 


"| guess you did," Izzy answered. He drew a deep breath, glanced towards the door. "Come on I'll walk you to 


your room." Axl laughed softly at the display of misplaced gallantry, but he nodded and wrapped his fingers 
lightly around Izzy's wrist. 


"That sounds nice," he said. They stepped out into the mess of people and Axl pressed a little bit closer. 
“Thanks, Jeff” 


